Designing Kitchen Cabinets

How to Design Kitchen Cabinets That Work and Look Great
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Designing Kitchen Cabinets

Cabinet Design Tip 1. Start with Workflow, Not Aesthetics
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Topic

Workflow, Not
Aesthetics

The Work Triangle and
Beyond

Functional Kitchen Zones

Practical Cabinet
Efficiency
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Details

The best cabinet plan prioritizes
functionality, such as how you cook
and move in the kitchen, before

addressing aesthetics.

A poorly planned cabinet arrangement
can hinder daily activities despite its

appearance.

Daily routines and cooking habits

should guide cabinet decisions.

The kitchen work triangle connects the
refrigerator, sink, and stove to

streamline workflows.

Cabinets should support efficient
movement and keep commonly used
items within easy reach, such as
spices near the stove and glasses near

the sink or fridge.

Modern kitchens benefit from work
zones dedicated to specific tasks, such
as cooking, prepping, baking, drinks,

and cleaning.

Each zone organizes cabinetry and
tools for accessibility and task-specific

convenience.

Wider cabinet boxes provide better
functionality and reduce gaps

compared to multiple smaller units.

Design Considerations

Focus on daily kitchen routines and
interactions, such as the number of
people cooking, frequency of baking, or

entertaining needs.

Arrange cabinets to minimize

frustration and enhance usability.

Organize cabinet placement to facilitate
seamless movement and ensure

efficiency within the work triangle.

Prioritize strategic placement of
frequently used kitchen tools and

storage items.

Design cabinetry around work zones to
maximize functionality and ensure
necessary tools and storage are located
near their respective areas of use.

Opt for fewer but wider cabinets when
possible to maximize space efficiency
and streamline cabinet design.
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Topic Details Design Considerations

Efficient sizing simplifies installation
and lowers costs while improving

usability.
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Cabinet Design Tip 22 Measuring Your Space Before You Do Anything Else

r=

Category

Measuring Your Space

Standard Cabinet
Dimensions

Clearance and
Circulation

Appliance Coordination
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Description

Before selecting cabinet styles or colors,

map out your space with precision.

Measure dimensions for walls, appliance
locations, windows, doors, and architectural
features such as columns, soffits, vents, and

load-bearing walls. Errors at this stage can

be expensive.

Kitchen cabinets follow consistent industry

benchmarks for ease of installation and use.

Dimensions vary by cabinet type and

placement.

Clearance between cabinets should ensure

functionality and ease of movement.

Specific clearance adjustments are

necessary for different layouts and kitchen

types.

Plan your appliances alongside your cabinet

layout to ensure seamless integration.

Placement of each appliance must

Key Measurements

Measure each wall at multiple
heights to account for uneven
older constructions.

Base cabinets are 34.5 inches
high without countertops and 24
inches deep, with widths ranging

from 12 to 48 inches.

Wall cabinets range from 12 to 42
inches high, 12 inches deep, and
12 to 36 inches wide.

Tall cabinets stand 84 to 96 inches
high.

Minimum clearance between
facing cabinets is 40 inches. For
kitchen islands, plan 42 to 48

inches of clear space.

Larger clearances of 48 inches
may be necessary for multiple

cooks or high-traffic households.

Dishwashers should be next to
sinks. Refrigerators must have
enough space for doors to open

fully.
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Category Description Key Measurements

accommodate function and usability.
Wall ovens require dedicated

cabinet spaces.
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Cabinet Design Tip 3: Map Your Storage and Usage Patterns
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Category

Storage and Usage

Patterns

Functional Cabinet
Organization

High-Frequency vs. Low-
Frequency Storage

Inventory Before You
Order
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Description

Understand how your kitchen functions
and assess what needs to be stored and

where.

Identify categories like everyday dishes,
cookware, pantry food, and small

appliances.

The goal is to achieve a logical kitchen
layout where items are stored near their
points of use, making them easy to

locate and improving workflow efficiency.

Items used frequently, such as everyday
plates and cooking essentials, should be

placed in easily accessible areas.

Rarely used items can be stored in
higher, deeper, or less convenient

spaces.

Physically inventory and measure your
current kitchen items, including pots,
pans, and appliances, to ensure the new
cabinet design accommodates
everything.

Key Considerations

Access frequency determines storage

location.

Items used daily should be easily
reachable, while less frequently used
items can be stored in less accessible

areas.

Conduct a mental walkthrough of
meal preparation to identify storage
decisions that work and eliminate
friction in accessing items.

Plan for pull-out mechanisms in base
cabinets to increase accessibility and
avoid creating "dead space" at the
back of deep cabinets.

Design storage solutions based on
actual item dimensions to prevent
issues with fit after installation.
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Cabinet Design Tip 4. Compare Cabinet Types and Construction Quality
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Cabinet Type

Base Cabinets

Wall Cabinets

Corner Cabinets

Tall Standing
Cabinets

Kitchen Pantry
Cabinets

Open Shelving
Cabinets

Specialty and
Hybrid Units
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Description

These sit directly on the
floor, providing the surface
base for countertops and
sinks.

Mounted to the wall above
the countertop.

Fit into the intersection of
two cabinet runs.

Extend from floor to
ceiling.

Specialized tall units
featuring interior shelving
and door-mounted storage.

Wall-mounted units without
doors.

Include appliance garages,
wine storage, pull-out trash
centers, and drawer-only
units.

Common Uses

Store cookware,
bakeware, and large or
infrequently used items.

Store dinnerware,
glassware, and daily-use
items.

Utilizes space effectively
with specialized
features.

Store large counter
appliances, pantry food,
and bulky items.

Centralized hub for dry
goods, canned goods,
and cooking supplies.

For displaying frequently
accessed or decorative
items.

For specific
organizational needs or
unique designs.

Application

Foundation for kitchen
countertops and sinks

Efficient use of vertical space
for storage

Optimizing hard-to-reach
corner spaces. Accordion
doors, lazy Susan turntables,
pull-out shelving.

Excellent for pantries and
storing large appliances

Perfect for organizing and
maximizing pantry storage
space.

An excellent choice for
creating an open, airy feel
while enhancing kitchen
functionality.

Highly customizable.
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Cost Range

Construction . .
Tvpe Characteristics (Per Linear L?f::gﬁ%osts
yp Foot)

Stock Cabinets Mass-produced in fixed standard sizes, limited $100 to $300 $5,000 to
finish options, quick availability. $10,000

Semi-Custom Factory-built with adjustable dimensions, more $150 to $650 $8,000 to

Cabinets finish choices, and optional upgrades. $20,000

Custom Cabinets Fully tailored to fit space, lifestyle, and design $500 to $1,200 $18,000 to
preferences. Complete control over materials and or more $50,000 or
specifications. beyond

Hybrid Approach Combination of stock or semi-custom units with Varies Varies

custom solutions for specific needs.
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Cabinet Design Tip 5:  Select a Door Style That Lasts

=

Door Style

Shaker-Style Doors

Flat-Panel and Slab
Doors

Raised-Panel Doors

Inset Versus
Overlay Doors
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Description

Features a clean, recessed
center panel and moderate
stile width for a balanced

aesthetic.

Updated designs include
slimmer rails and refined
profiles that adapt to

various styles.

Characterized by smooth,

flat surfaces that create a

minimalist and uncluttered
look.

Includes a dimensional
center panel that extends
beyond the surrounding
frame for added detail.

Inset doors are flush
within the frame, offering
a refined, furniture-quality
look, while overlay doors
sit over the frame,
providing flexibility.

Design Context

Transitional, modern
farmhouse, and
contemporary designs.

Modern and minimalist
kitchens.

Traditional and formal
kitchen environments,
classic or period-
appropriate homes.

Inset doors suit refined
and deliberate designs,
while overlay doors offer
modern or traditional
options depending on full
or partial overlay.

Considerations

Pairs well with most
countertop materials and
finishes, offering long-term
design flexibility.

Requires precise installation
to avoid visible gaps and
matches well with natural
wood tones or matte
finishes.

Can feel heavy in smaller
spaces or contemporary
settings but adds
architectural detail and
visual weight.

Inset doors require higher
craftsmanship and are more
expensive, while overlay
options are more cost-
effective and versatile.
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Cabinet Design Tip 6: Coordinate Color and Finish with Your Surroundings

r=

Category

Coordinate Color and
Finish

Light and Neutral
Cabinets

Dark and Rich Tones

Two-Tone Approaches

Finish Sheen and

Durability
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Description

Cabinet color influences the feel, size,
and visual harmony of the kitchen,
impacting its relationship with other
elements like countertops, flooring,
and walls.

White, off-white, light gray, and beige
finishes make kitchens feel larger and
brighter, reflecting light and providing
a clean backdrop.

Finishes like deep navy, forest green,
charcoal gray, and warm black add
sophistication and hide daily use
better than light finishes.

Using a darker shade for lower
cabinets with lighter upper cabinets or
introducing a distinct color for an
island increases visual interest without
overwhelming the kitchen design.

Sheen levels, such as matte, satin, or
semi-gloss, affect both the appearance
and durability of cabinet finishes.

Key Considerations

Consider natural and artificial light in
the kitchen throughout the day before

finalizing a finish.

Evaluate finish samples under various

lighting conditions in the actual space.

These cabinets require frequent
cleaning, especially around handles and
high-touch surfaces, to maintain their
appearance.

These tones work best in well-lit
kitchens or with adequate artificial
lighting to avoid a heavy or oppressive
feel.

This approach adds accents without
requiring a full commitment to a single
dominant tone.

Matte is contemporary but harder to
clean, satin offers a balance between
cleanability and appearance, and semi-
gloss is easy to clean but shows surface
imperfections.
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Cabinet Design Tip 7. Design the Interior for Daily Function

=

Feature Description Benefits
Pull-Out Shelves and Pull-out shelves transform deep storage in Improves accessibility and
Drawers functionality, making it easier to

lower base cabinets into fully accessible
reach items stored deep in

space. ]
cabinets.
Drawer banks replace door-and-shelf
cabinets with full-extension drawers sized
for cookware, enabling easy access without
removing other items.
Vertical Dividers and Vertical dividers inside cabinets facilitate Simplifies retrieval of individual
Inserts upright storage of sheet pans, cutting items without disrupting others,
. keeping small items visible and
boards, and baking trays. P _g
organized.
Drawer inserts such as knife blocks and
spice trays enhance organization of small
items.

Corner Cabinet Solutions Solutions like lazy Susan turntables and Maximizes corner storage, making
blind corner pull-out systems address corner it easily accessible and functional.
cabinet challenges, allowing full or rotating
access to stored items.

Soft-Close Hardware Soft-close hinges and drawer slides Protects cabinets and hardware,
minimize noise and prevent slamming by enhances durability, and reduces
integrating damping mechanisms. wear from daily usage.
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Cabinet Design Tip 8: Evaluate Cabinet Box Material and Construction Quality

r=

Aspect

Cabinet Box Material and

Construction Quality

Box Material

Joinery and Assembly
Methods

Hinge Type and Drawer
Guide Quality
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Details

The cabinet box forms the structural
interior of the unit and influences
durability, moisture resistance, and
longevity, even though exterior
appearances may look similar across
different price points.

Plywood offers superior resistance to
moisture and warping due to its cross-
grain layering. Solid wood is ideal for
visible elements but less critical for

interiors.

Particleboard is prone to moisture
absorption and joint failure. MDF
provides a smooth paint surface but is

moisture-vulnerable.

High-quality joinery, such as dovetail
drawer boxes and dado construction,

enhances strength and rigidity.

Staples and cam locks may reduce costs

but compromise structural integrity.

European-style concealed hinges provide

precise adjustability in multiple

directions.

Full-extension drawer slides offer full-
depth access, while undermount slides
ensure smooth operation and a clean

appearance.

Key Considerations

Consider how the box material
handles moisture, temperature
changes, and daily usage, as well as
the construction methods that ensure
structural integrity.

Prioritize materials such as plywood
for dimensional stability and avoid
moisture-sensitive options like
particleboard for better durability.

Look for features like interlocking
joints and routed grooves to ensure
lasting stability and resistance to
flexing.

Choose hardware that includes
adjustability, full access, and quality
damping mechanisms for maximum
performance.

12
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Aspect

Finish Durability
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Details

Durable finishes involve multiple coats
with sanding between applications,
moisture sealing, and proper curing
processes, significantly enhancing
resistance to chipping, staining, and
fading.

13

Key Considerations

Ask manufacturers about the finish
application process and opt for multi-
coat, sealed finishes for better
longevity.
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Cabinet Design Tip 9: Choose Hardware That Complements Your Style

r=

Category

Knobs

Bar Pulls and Cup
Pulls

Finishes and
Trends

Integrated and
Handle-Free

Options
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Description

Knobs are a traditional
hardware choice, often used
for door fronts in classic,
traditional, or transitional

kitchens.

They are simple to install
and come in a wide range of

shapes, sizes, and finishes.

Bar pulls are elongated pulls
mounted with two screws,
common in modern and
contemporary kitchens
because of their clean

geometry.

Cup pulls, featuring a
curved, scooped profile, suit
more traditional styles and

add warmth.

Matte black hardware offers

bold contrast and versatility.

Brushed brass, champagne
bronze, satin nickel, and
brushed stainless finishes
are popular choices that suit

various design styles.

Handle-free cabinets create
a seamless, minimalist
appearance using

Examples/Trends

Works well on upper
cabinet doors where a
single pull point
suffices for easy
opening.

Bar pulls are suited for
flat-panel and shaker
doors, while cup pulls
work well in farmhouse
or classic kitchen
designs.

Brushed metals hide
fingerprints and daily
wear better than
polished finishes,
making them practical
and visually appealing.

Well-suited for
minimalist kitchen
designs where visual

Considerations

Knobs may be less effective
on lower, taller, or heavier
cabinet doors compared to
pulls, which provide better
leverage.

Comfort and ergonomics
should be considered for
drawers of any size, and
styles selected should
complement the overall
kitchen design direction.

Maintaining consistency in
hardware finishes throughout
the kitchen avoids creating
visual noise.

Installation requires precision
for reliable functionality, and
they may be less user-friendly
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Category Description Examples/Trends Considerations

mechanisms like push-to- simplicity is a priority. for individuals with limited
open systems, recessed hand dexterity.
edge pulls, or integrated

grip channels.
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Cabinet Design Tip 10: Why a Professional Cabinet Designer Matters

r=

Section

Why a Professional
Cabinet Designer

Matters

Skills and Benefits of
Using a Professional
Cabinet Contractor

How to Find a Qualified
Professional Cabinet
Contractor
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Details

Making decisions regarding spatial
reasoning, material science, budget
allocation, structural assessment, and

long-term planning requires expertise.

Errors such as miscalculated dimensions,
mismatched construction types, or poorly
chosen door styles can lead to significant

costs, which a professional can help avoid.

Includes accurate measurement, space
planning, knowledge of construction
quality standards, and expert coordination
of cabinet types, styles, finishes, and

hardware.

They can identify and mitigate structural
obstructions, plumbing conflicts, and
ventilation constraints while managing the

entire project.

Begin by seeking referrals, reviewing
completed projects, and verifying
credentials such as licensing and

certifications.

Ensure contractors have specialized
experience relevant to your project,
request detailed proposals, confirm
warranty terms, and evaluate
communication throughout the quoting

process.

Importance

Professional designers provide
technical knowledge, supplier
relationships, and installation
experience to ensure functional and
aesthetically pleasing results.

Ensures durability, functionality,
compatibility, and seamless
installation while minimizing
disruptions and potential post-
installation issues.

Helps in selecting a contractor who
aligns with your specific needs,
ensuring professional work and a
smooth project execution.

16

URL: https://www.letsrenovate.com/ideas/how-to-design-your-new-kitchen-cabinets/



Designing Kitchen Cabinets

Cabinet Design Tip 11: Frequently Asked Questions
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Question

What is the most
important factor when
designing kitchen

cabinets?

What is the difference
between stock, semi-
custom, and custom

Kitchen cabinets?

How do I choose a kitchen
cabinet color that won't go
out of style?

What cabinet box material
should I look for when
buying cabinets?

What is the best hardware
finish for kitchen cabinets?
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Answer

Workflow and storage come first. Mapping where
you prep, cook, clean, and store items ensures
cabinets solve real daily problems rather than

simply looking appealing.

Aesthetics should support function, not replace it.

Stock cabinets are pre-built in fixed sizes,
available immediately, and priced $100-$300 per
linear foot. Semi-custom cabinets are made-to-
order with flexibility and priced $400—-$900 per

linear foot with a 4—8 week lead time.

Custom cabinets are built to specification, starting
at $1,000 per linear foot with 8—16+ week lead

times.

Neutrals are the most consistently popular. Wood-

tone and white-oak finishes are gaining ground.

For bold hues, consider the backsplash or kitchen

island for lower commitment.

Plywood box construction is the standard for
semi-custom cabinetry, significantly
outperforming particleboard in moisture
resistance, fastener strength, and long-term
integrity.

Matte finishes like matte black, brushed brass,
champagne bronze, and soft nickel are durable
and resist fingerprints better than polished
options. They coordinate with both light and dark
cabinet palettes.
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Additional Notes

Focus on functionality
over appearance when
planning cabinet design.

Data source: Reyes,
CabStone, 2025.

Data source: NKBA's 2026
Kitchen Trends Report.

Recommended for
kitchens with a 20+ year
lifespan expectation.

Practical and versatile for
various design aesthetics.
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Question

How should cabinet
hardware be positioned on
cabinet doors and

drawers?

Are pull-out shelves and
drawer inserts worth the
added cost?
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Answer

The 1/3 rule places pulls one-third from the top
on upper cabinet doors and one-third from the
bottom on base cabinet doors, aligning hardware
with natural hand height and ensuring visual
balance.

Yes. Pull-out shelves and interior organizers
improve usability by making stored items more
visible and accessible without rearranging
everything.
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Additional Notes

Data source: Saladino,
Kitchen Cabinet Kings,
2025.

Data source: NKBA's 2026
report highlights these
features as baseline
expectations.
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