Upgrading office cabling in California feels simple on the surface: pull some new wire, punch a few jacks, and you
are done. In practice, it is one of those projects that quietly affects every part of your business, from Wi-Fi stability

to video calls to how fast new hires can be set up.

When clients ask, "How much does cabling cost?” they usually expect a quick per-drop number. The reality is more
nuanced, especially in major markets like San Francisco, Los Angeles, San Diego, and Sacramento, where labor

rates, building rules, and union requirements can vary dramatically from block to block.

What follows reflects what | see regularly in offices from 1,500 to 50,000 square feet across California: typical price
ranges, what drives those numbers up or down, and how to plan an upgrade that makes sense for your actual

workflow instead of just chasing the lowest quote.

What cabling actually does in an office network

The simplest answer to “What does cabling do?” is that it quietly moves data and power between your gear.
Ethernet cabling links your workstations, phones, Wi-Fi access points, printers, access control panels, cameras, and

servers back to network switches and routers in your telecom room.
Think of the physical layer as three primary components of cabling:

1. Horizontal runs: The cables from your patch panels to each wall jack, floor box, or device location.

2. Backbone cabling: Higher-capacity links that connect telecom rooms to each other or to a data center, often
fiber.

3. Termination and patching: Patch panels, jacks, patch cords, and labeling that tie everything together in an

organized way.

Good cabling gives your switches and routers a solid foundation. Bad cabling quietly sabotages the whole network

with intermittent drops, slow links, and phantom problems that eat troubleshooting time.

Cabling vs wiring: are they the same thing?

Clients often ask, “Is cabling the same as wiring?” In conversation, people use those words interchangeably, but in

the trade there is a soft distinction.

“Wiring” often refers to electrical power circuits: branch circuits feeding receptacles, lighting, and mechanical
equipment. “Cabling” usually covers low-voltage systems: data, voice, security, A/V, and building controls. Both run

through the same walls and ceilings, but they are governed by different codes, standards, and trade practices.

A key practical point: your electrician might be excellent at 120-volt and 277-volt work and still be the wrong
person to design your data network. They understand conduit fill, panel schedules, and arc-fault, while a
structured cabling contractor lives and breathes cable categories, channel lengths, PoE limits, bend radius, and test

reports.

That said, many clients ask, “Do electricians install cable outlets?” Some electrical contractors do offer low-voltage
services and can install RJ45 outlets, coax jacks, and surface raceway. In smaller offices that can work fine. In larger
or more complex environments, | usually recommend a dedicated low-voltage cabling firm or at least an electrician

with a distinct low-voltage division and certified network techs.

Types of cabling you will see in an office



You will hear a few different classification schemes, which is why people ask both “What are the three types of

cabling?” and “What are the 5 types of cable?” The answer depends on context.
From a network designer’s point of view, the three types of cabling that matter most in an office are:

First, twisted pair copper, like Cat5e, Cat6, and Cat6A. This is what you see in the walls feeding desks, phones, and

Wi-Fi access points.

Second, fiber optic cabling, single-mode or multi-mode. This handles long distances or very high bandwidth, often

between IDFs and MDFs, or out to a carrier handoff.

Third, coaxial, such as RG6. Less common for internal LAN now, but still used for certain ISP handoffs, TV service,

and some older systems.

If you zoom out to building systems as a whole and ask “What are the 5 types of cable?” in a commercial office,

you typically encounter some combination of:

1. Network twisted pair (Cat5e / Cat6 / CatbA).

2. Fiber optic cable (single-mode and multi-mode).

3. Coaxial cable (RG6, RG11).

4. Low-voltage control and security cable (18/2, 22/4, composite access control cable).

5. Electrical building wire (THHN in conduit, MC, Romex in allowed applications).

The most common type of cabling used in networks today for office workstations is still copper Category 6, often

rated plenum (CMP) in California because so many runs pass through return air spaces in office ceilings.

For home projects, people sometimes ask me, "What is the best wire for home use?” For data, | usually suggest
pulling at least Cat6, and in higher value or new-construction homes, Cat6A for long-term flexibility. For power
wiring, standard residential building wire types governed by the NEC are appropriate; those choices are best made

with a local electrician who knows your jurisdiction’s amendments.

Is cabling difficult?

“Is cabling difficult?” is a fair question, especially for tech-savvy teams that do plenty of DIY.

The act of pulling a single cable through a short section of wall, cutting it to length, and crimping a plug is not

inherently hard. The difficulty shows up in three areas:

First, building constraints. You need to understand fire ratings, plenum rules, seismic bracing requirements, and

how your landlord and local fire marshal expect penetrations to be fire-stopped.

Second, performance. Category cabling has strict limits on twist, bend radius, pulling tension, and total channel
length. You can install something that looks tidy, passes internet traffic at a glance, but consistently falls short of

spec when you test it, or starts failing later when PoE loads increase.

Third, scale and documentation. It is one thing to run four drops to a small office. It is another to cable three
floors, integrate with existing backbone, preserve labeling consistency, and leave enough documentation so the

next tech can understand what was done.

So while individual tasks are approachable, a full office cabling upgrade benefits from people who do it daily,

especially in larger California buildings with picky building managers and strict inspection regimes.

What drives the cost of cabling in California



When people ask “"How much does cabling cost?” they often want a single number per drop. For a high level

budget, that is possible, but it only tells part of the story.
In most California offices, for Cat6 copper cabling with professional testing and labeling, you will see:

® Small projects or marginal conditions: 200 to 300 dollars per drop
* Mid-size, efficient installs: 150 to 225 dollars per drop

® \Very dense, straightforward jobs: sometimes as low as 125 dollars per drop

Those figures usually include materials, labor, testing, and basic patch panels and jacks, Cabling Services Provider

California but not new racks, power, or active network gear.
Several factors move you up or down within those ranges:

Building age and construction. Old high-rise buildings in downtown San Francisco and Los Angeles often have
thick concrete, inaccessible shafts, asbestos concerns, and tight restrictions on slab penetrations. Newer

open-ceiling spaces in Sacramento or Irvine are much easier to work with.

Union and prevailing wage issues. In certain Class A buildings, particularly in San Francisco’s Financial District or
parts of downtown Los Angeles, union rules may require signatory contractors or impose minimum crew sizes.

That can add 20 to 40 percent to labor costs.

Access windows. Some buildings only allow noisy ceiling work after hours or on weekends. Night and weekend

work commands a premium, sometimes 1.5 to 2 times standard hourly rates.

Scope breadth. Cabling alone costs one amount; cabling plus racks, ladder tray, additional fiber backbone, and
patch panels is a different scale. If your telecom room needs to be rebuilt, the per-drop cost will look higher,

although the total project outcome is much better.

Travel and parking. In dense areas of San Francisco, downtown Los Angeles, and some parts of San Diego, parking
and logistics can quietly eat hours. In more suburban campuses around Irvine, San Jose, or Roseville, trucks can

park near the loading dock and productivity goes up.

Typical cost ranges by major California city

These figures assume a straightforward upgrade in a typical office, using Cat6 or Cat6A, with runs in the 70 to 120
foot range and a reasonable density of drops per work area. All ranges are approximate and based on what |

regularly see in bids and invoices, not a rigid price sheet.

| Region / City | Typical per-drop range (Cat6) | Notes | |----------------------------- |--=-- -
[------- | | San Francisco (city core) | 200 - 325 dollars | Older buildings, strict access, frequent union rules. | |
Oakland / East Bay | 175 - 275 dollars | Mix of older stock and newer conversions. | | Silicon Valley (San Jose,
Sunnyvale, Mountain View) | 175 - 275 dollars | Tech campuses often have better pathways, but higher wage
expectations. | | Peninsula (San Mateo, Redwood City, Palo Alto) | 185 - 300 dollars | Class A offices, landlord
requirements vary. | | Los Angeles (Downtown, Westside) | 175 - 300 dollars | Union influence in some towers,
parking challenges. | | Orange County (Irvine, Costa Mesa, Anaheim) | 150 - 250 dollars | Many modern office
parks, relatively efficient installs. | | San Diego (UTC, Downtown, Sorrento Valley) | 160 - 250 dollars | Strong
commercial base, moderate wage levels. | | Sacramento / Roseville / Folsom | 140 - 225 dollars | Generally more
favorable labor rates and easier access. |
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For fiber runs, pricing depends heavily on fiber type, strand count, and termination style, but a single multi-mode

backbone run between floors can easily land in the 1,500 to 5,000 dollar range including terminations, hardware,

and testing.
On full projects, it is common to see:
* A 30-person professional office needing 60 to 80 drops, with light telecom room upgrades, coming in

between 12,000 and 25,000 dollars depending on city and building.

* A 100-person office with 200 to 250 drops, new racks, new ladder rack, and new backbone fiber from an MDF
to an IDF somewhere between 45,000 and 90,000 dollars.

* Multi-floor or multi-suite buildouts for growing tech firms range even higher, especially if they integrate

security, Wi-Fi, and A/V cabling into a single package.

Materials vs labor: where the money really goes

If you itemize a typical cabling project, the raw materials rarely exceed 25 to 35 percent of the total cost. A
1,000-foot box of Cat6 plenum cable might cost a few hundred dollars. Jacks, patch panels, faceplates, Velcro, and

labels add up, but they do not explain a five-figure invoice.

The bulk of the cost sits in skilled labor, project management, insurance, and compliance.
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A solid California low-voltage tech carrying certifications, health benefits, and working for a licensed, bonded
contractor often bills out in the 90 to 150 dollars per hour range, sometimes higher for specialized fiber work.

When the job involves union labor in certain San Francisco or Los Angeles towers, billable rates can easily exceed
that.

Time is spent on more than just pulling cable. Site walks, coordination with your GC and electrician, permitting
when required, as-built drawings, label schemes, test reports, and change orders all consume hours that show up
in the final bill.

When people ask, “Who is the cheapest cable provider?” they sometimes assume the main variable is the vendor’s
margin on wire and jacks. In reality, the cheapest quote usually reflects labor assumptions: smaller crews, less time

per drop, or skipping parts of the process like thorough testing and documentation.

Cheap vs right-sized: choosing a provider

It is natural to compare vendors and wonder who is the cheapest cable provider in your area. | rarely see the

absolute lowest bid deliver the best value in a commercial office, especially in California’s more regulated markets.
Rather than chasing the lowest per-drop number, it helps to compare a few very specific factors.

First, clarity of scope. A vendor who spells out exactly what is and is not included - patch panels, patch cords,
ladder tray, firestopping, permits, as-builts - gives you something solid to compare. Vague scopes invite change

orders.

Second, testing and warranty. Look for end-to-end testing with printouts or digital reports, not just “we plugged it

in and it linked.” Manufacturer-backed system warranties are a plus, especially for Cat6A and fiber.



Third, experience with your building type. Upfitting a creative open office in a one-story building in Irvine is not the

same as retrofitting a 25-story mid-century tower in San Francisco. Ask for recent, similar projects.

Fourth, coordination with other trades. The cabling crew will need to work around HVAC, fire sprinkler work, ceiling

grid installs, and electrical rough-in. Teams that coordinate well keep your project on schedule and avoid rework.

Fifth, documentation standards. Good labeling and as-builts save your IT team dozens of hours over the life of the

office. Sloppy labeling costs you every time you move desks or troubleshoot a drop.

The cheapest proposal often trims in these areas, and you only find out when your IT staff starts chasing issues

months later.

Planning an upgrade: questions that actually matter

Clients often start with cable categories and drop counts, but some better questions shape the project more
effectively. Keeping within the article’s constraints, here is one compact checklist that tends to sharpen the

conversation:

1. How many people and devices will this space need to support today and over the next 3 to 5 years?

2. What applications matter most: typical office work, heavy video conferencing, CAD, large file transfers, VolP, or

all of the above?
3. How resilient does the network need to be, and what is your tolerance for downtime during the cutover?

4. Are there special systems to consider, such as access control, IP cameras, conference room A/V, or building

automation?

5. What constraints do your landlord, building engineer, or GC impose around work hours, penetrations, and

cosmetic impact?

Those answers help your cabling contractor choose between Cat6 and Cat6A, decide how many wireless access

point drops you really need, and plan for the right number of telecom rooms and backbone links.

Common technical choices and their cost impact
A few design decisions make a noticeable difference to cost and future flexibility.

Cat5e vs Cat6 vs CatbA. In new office projects across California, Cat5e is slowly fading out of favor. The cost delta
between Cat5e and Cat6 materials is modest, and most organizations prefer the headroom and PoE performance
of Cat6. Cat6A costs more in both materials and labor, because the cable is thicker and more finicky to work with,
but it supports 10-gigabit over the full 100-meter channel and performs better thermally in high-PoE

environments. For Wi-Fi 6/6E access points, | often recommend Cat6A when budget allows.

Copper vs fiber backbone. Short, single-floor offices can sometimes get away with copper uplinks between small
closets, especially for budget-sensitive projects. Once you cross floors or plan for future bandwidth growth,
multi-mode fiber is almost always the better long-term decision. The up-front cost is higher, but upgrades later

become easier and cleaner.

PoE density. If you plan a dense deployment of PoE devices - lots of cameras, phones, wireless APs, and powered
loT gear - your cabling design and switch selection must work together. Higher PoE classes put more thermal
stress on cable bundles, and that can argue for Cat6A or for careful pathway design with smaller bundles and

better separation.



Surface raceway vs in-wall. In retrofit spaces where opening walls is expensive or prohibited, surface raceway can
control costs and speed installation. It is less subtle aesthetically, but in certain labs, light industrial spaces, or
back-of-house areas, it makes excellent sense and often trims 15 to Cabling Services Provider California 30 percent

off labor compared to fishing every wall.

Role of electricians and low-voltage contractors
Earlier we touched on “"Do electricians install cable outlets?” The fuller answer depends on your project structure.

In many California tenant improvement projects, an electrical contractor holds the main low-voltage package, and
either self-performs the cabling or subcontracts it to a structured cabling specialist. On smaller jobs, especially in

suburban markets, the same firm that installs your panels and receptacles may also run data and coax.

For larger or more complex offices, | generally favor a dedicated low-voltage contractor for structured cabling,
working closely with (but separate from) the main electrical firm. Low-voltage specialists are more likely to have

the right testers, certification training, and day-to-day familiarity with networks and IT expectations.

If your budget is tight and you are tempted to hand everything to the cheapest electrician who “also does data,”

ask specifically how they test, label, and document their work, and request references from jobs of similar size.

Is an upgrade worth it, or can you reuse existing cabling?

Not every office needs a full rip-and-replace. In California, | frequently see spaces where someone is inheriting an

existing tenant'’s cabling and wondering if they can save money by reusing it.
A few guiding points help:

Age and category. If the existing cable is properly installed Cat6, less than 8 to 10 years old, and you can identify a
clean patch panel and labeling scheme, reusing it can be reasonable. Old, unlabeled Cat5 or mystery cable with no

visible markings is rarely worth the troubleshooting pain.

Test results. A competent cabling contractor can test representative samples or even 100 percent of the drops and
tell you how many pass at what performance level. Sometimes you keep 70 percent of existing drops and

supplement as needed.

Layout changes. If you are gutting the space, moving walls, or flipping the open office layout, the cost of trying to
preserve existing cabling can outweigh the savings. It can be cleaner and ultimately cheaper to start over with a

design that matches the new furniture and workflow.

If testing shows the old system is inconsistent, you risk spending more on ad-hoc fixes than you would on a

planned replacement.

Budgeting steps and avoiding surprise costs

Once you have a rough grasp of ranges, the next question is how to translate that into a practical budget that will

not blow up mid-project. A short planning sequence helps keep everyone aligned:
1. Walk the space with your IT lead, GC, and a cabling contractor, and sketch where people, conference rooms,
and equipment will actually go.

2. Agree on a target cable category, backbone approach, and the number of telecom rooms based on distance

limits and building layout.
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3. Have your contractor produce a rough order-of-magnitude (ROM) estimate early, even if the architectural

drawings are not final, to sanity-check against your capital plan.
4. As drawings finalize, lock in counts, pathways, and patch panel capacities, and request a detailed, itemized
proposal.

5. Build a 10 to 20 percent contingency into your internal budget for unforeseen access issues, added drops, or

changes requested by the landlord or inspectors.

That modest contingency often makes the difference between a strained, adversarial change-order process and a

smooth buildout.

Final thoughts

Office cabling rarely gets the same attention as furniture, branding, or A/V, yet it underpins every digital
interaction in the space. In major California cities, you are dealing not only with technical decisions, but also with

high labor rates, building rules, and complex coordination.

Understanding what cabling does, how it differs from traditional wiring, and what the main cost drivers are puts
you in a much stronger position during planning and vendor selection. Whether you opt for straightforward Cat6
in a Sacramento office park or a fiber-rich, Cat6A buildout in downtown San Francisco, a careful design and a
competent installer will matter more to your long-term experience than shaving 10 or 20 dollars off the per-drop

price.

Ask detailed questions, insist on clear documentation and testing, and treat your cabling upgrade as infrastructure,

not an afterthought. The network that rides on top of it will be far easier to run, troubleshoot, and grow.



