
Walk into any modern office in California and everything looks wireless. People carry laptops, phones, tablets. Yet
all that “wireless” traffic still lands on very real, very physical infrastructure: structured cabling. When that cabling is
planned well, nobody notices it. When it is not, everyone notices, usually on a Monday morning when the network
is crawling and the phones are down.

This is where understanding the primary components of structured cabling matters. Not just for low voltage
contractors, but for IT managers, facilities teams, and even building owners who want their properties to age well
and stay attractive to tenants.

In practice, structured cabling breaks down into several subsystems, but when you look at how projects are
actually scoped, designed, and priced in California, three components dominate the conversation:

1. Backbone cabling

2. Horizontal cabling

3. Work area and telecommunications spaces that tie it all together

Those three pieces dictate performance, scalability, and a surprising amount of cost.

What structured cabling actually does
A fair question many non-technical decision makers ask is, “What does cabling do?” If everything seems to be on
Wi‑Fi, why spend so much on cable behind the walls and above the ceiling?

At its core, structured cabling does four things:

It moves data between network devices with predictable performance and low error rates. It carries voice traffic for
traditional and IP phones. It provides pathways and power for devices like wireless access points, security cameras,
and access control panels. And it does all of this in a way that is documented, standardized, and maintainable for
10 to 15 years, often longer.

Think of it as the transportation grid of your building. Wi‑Fi is more like the local streets that connect you to
individual homes and offices. The structured cabling is the freeway network that ties the building together and
connects it to the internet, data center, and cloud.

Even in small offices, most wireless access points are fed by wired runs using Category 6 or Category 6A cable with
Power over Ethernet (PoE). The access points may change every 5 years. The cabling that feeds them is expected to
outlast multiple generations of hardware.

Cabling vs wiring: are they the same thing?
People often use “wiring” and “cabling” as if they are interchangeable. In casual conversation, that does not cause
much harm, but in construction and permitting in California, they are treated differently.

“Wiring” usually refers to electrical power circuits: 120 V and 240 V branch circuits, feeders, and panels. These fall
under the National Electrical Code (NEC) and California’s Title 24 requirements, and they must be installed by
licensed electricians.

“Cabling” in the context of structured cabling refers to low voltage systems. Network data, phone, audio-visual,
building automation, and security typically run at 90 volts or less and use twisted pair, coax, or fiber optic cable.
They follow different code articles, have Cabling Services Provider California their own fire-stopping and
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pathway requirements, and in many jurisdictions can be installed by low voltage contractors rather than full-
service electricians.

So if you are asking yourself, “Is cabling the same as wiring?” the practical answer is no. Cabling is wiring in the
broadest sense, but within a project team those words signal different trades, code implications, and pricing.

The three primary components of structured cabling
From a standards perspective, the TIA/EIA-568 standard breaks structured cabling into six subsystems. In real
projects, especially in California’s commercial and educational spaces, three components carry most of the planning
effort and budget.

1. Backbone cabling

Backbone cabling is the building’s nervous system. It links the main equipment room or main distribution frame
(MDF) to intermediate distribution frames (IDFs) on other floors or wings. In multi-building campuses, it also ties
buildings together.

Backbone runs are usually fiber optic, sometimes supplemented with copper for specific needs like legacy phone
trunks or control signals. Singlemode fiber shows up more often for campus and long-distance runs, while
multimode OM3 or OM4 is common within a building because it supports 1, 10, and often 40 Gb/s over practical
distances.

In California, backbone cabling design is where you feel regional constraints most sharply. Seismic considerations
drive how riser pathways, racks, and tray systems are secured. Fire codes and local building departments pay close
attention to riser penetrations, firestopping, and cable type. Plenum rated cable may be required in return air
spaces. Title 24 energy regulations can influence how equipment rooms are cooled and how much heat load the
network electronics can add.

The backbone must be resilient. Many California organizations now require redundant fiber paths between critical
spaces, sometimes routed via different risers so that a single construction mishap cannot take out the entire
building. For hospitals, data centers, and public safety facilities, that redundancy is not a nice‑to‑have, it is a core
requirement.

When you ask “What are the three primary components of cabling?” backbone cabling is always on the list,
because if it fails, the whole building feels it.

2. Horizontal cabling

Horizontal cabling runs from the telecommunications room on a floor to the outlets and devices in the work area.
This is what most people picture when they imagine “network cabling” in walls and ceilings.

California offices, schools, and labs typically use Category 6 or Category 6A twisted pair cable for horizontal runs.
Category 5e still appears in older installations, but new builds and major renovations have largely moved beyond
it because higher applications like multi‑gig Wi‑Fi backhaul and high‑density PoE have become the norm.

Horizontal cabling usually follows a 90‑meter permanent link limit from patch panel to wall jack, with up to an
additional 10 meters for patch cords. That simple rule drives a lot of design choices. It determines where telecom
rooms can be located and how many rooms a large floor plate will need. On long, narrow floors in older California
buildings, you sometimes see creative solutions: extra IDFs tucked into converted storage rooms, or distributed
zone boxes feeding open ceilings.



When people ask, “What is the most common type of cabling used in networks?” for desktops, phones, and many
APs, the answer is still copper twisted pair horizontal cabling, usually Cat 6 today, Cat 6A where budgets and
forward planning allow.

Horizontal cabling is also where you feel PoE requirements. High‑power PoE for things like pan‑tilt‑zoom cameras,
PoE lighting, and advanced wireless access points can push cables and bundles to their thermal limits, especially in
hot California attics and plenum spaces. A careful designer will look at bundle sizes, cable category, and installation
environment to prevent overheating and performance drift.

3. Work areas and telecommunications spaces

The third primary component is not a type of cable at all, but the spaces and interfaces that make the cabling
usable. In California projects, this typically covers three things:

Work area outlets and patch cords. These are the jacks, faceplates, and short cords that connect end devices:
desktops, VoIP phones, wireless APs, point‑of‑sale terminals, and AV gear. They may seem trivial, but poor quality
terminations and cheap patch cords cause a large share of chronic network issues.

Telecommunications rooms, often called IDFs. These rooms house patch panels, switches, and sometimes UPS
units for each floor or area. They must meet specific size, power, grounding, and cooling needs. Municipalities in
California have become more demanding about clearances, access, and fire ratings for these rooms, particularly in
mixed‑use or high‑rise buildings.

The main equipment room or MDF. This is the hub that ties the building to the outside world and often to a data
center or core switch stack. It tends to be the most complex room, with demarcation points for service providers,
core routing, and sometimes server or storage equipment.

When you zoom out and look at how users experience the network, the combination of work area components
and telecom spaces is as important as the cables themselves. This is also where the line blurs between IT and
facilities: who owns the room, who has keys, whose budget funds rack space and power. Those questions affect
both reliability and future project costs.

Beyond three: what about cable types and media?
Once people start thinking about structured cabling, the next questions are almost always, “What are the three
types of cabling?” followed closely by “What are the 5 types of cable?” The numbers vary because people slice the
categories differently.

If we focus on the most common low voltage media types in Cabling Services Provider California California
commercial and residential work, five show up repeatedly:

1. Twisted pair copper for data and voice, such as Cat 5e, Cat 6, and Cat 6A

2. Fiber optic cable, singlemode and multimode, for backbones and high‑speed links

3. Coaxial cable for cable TV, some broadband, and certain RF systems

4. Speaker and control cable for AV and building automation

5. Specialty low voltage cable for security, access control, and fire alarms

In a strict network context, when someone asks “What are the three types of cabling?” they often mean twisted
pair copper, coaxial, and fiber. In modern structured cabling projects, twisted pair and fiber carry most of the load.
Coax has receded, though it is far from gone.
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Residential jobs feel different. If a homeowner asks, “What is the best wire for home use?” the answer depends on
what is being wired. For data and future flexibility in a California home, Cat 6 is usually a safe baseline. For
long‑term, high‑end new construction, some builders now run Cat 6A to key locations along with a couple of fiber
strands to a media enclosure, even if they are not terminated on day one.

How much does cabling cost in California?
No single question comes up more often than “How much does cabling cost?” The honest answer is frustrating: it
depends, and the range is wide.

For commercial structured cabling projects in California, several variables drive cost per drop or per cable:

1. Labor rates and prevailing wage requirements

2. Building type and construction complexity

3. Material choices, such as Cat 6 vs Cat 6A or multimode vs singlemode fiber

4. Pathways and seismic bracing requirements

5. Scope details such as testing, labeling, as‑builts, and warranty levels

Non‑union, small office work in a simple single‑story building might land in the range of a few hundred dollars per
data drop when materials, labor, labeling, and basic testing are included. In union environments, public works
projects, hospitals, and large campuses, costs can be significantly higher, especially if prevailing wage rules apply
and access is limited to off‑hours.

When comparing quotes, an important question is what is included. Some vendors present a low number but
exclude patch cords, equipment racks, cable management, or proper testing. Others include a full test report,
labeling scheme, and manufacturer warranty registration. On long‑lived infrastructure, the cheaper line item is not
always the better value.

Who actually installs cable: electricians or low voltage contractors?
Another common question is “Do electricians install cable outlets?” Sometimes yes, sometimes no, and the pattern
varies by region and project type.

In much of California, traditional electricians focus on power circuits, lighting, and sometimes basic infrastructure
like conduit and power to telecom rooms. Low voltage contractors handle data, phone, AV, and security cabling.
Many electrical firms now have low voltage divisions under the same roof, so to the customer it feels like one
team.

On small residential jobs, the roles blur more. A residential electrician may pre‑wire a home for internet and cable
TV using coax and Cat 6, pulling the cables and installing boxes, while the service provider finishes the
terminations. For commercial structured cabling that targets TIA standards, specialized low voltage installers are
the norm, especially for larger jobs.

That division matters if you are asking “Is cabling difficult?” The cabling itself is not mysterious, but good
structured cabling work demands attention to bend radius, pull tension, separation from power conductors,
pathway planning, labeling, and testing. A general electrician can certainly learn it, but the best results come from
teams that do it every day.

Service providers vs structured cabling: who is the cheapest?



People sometimes mix up structured cabling with internet or TV service and ask, “Who is the cheapest cable
provider?” These are two different worlds.

Structured cabling is a one‑time (or once‑per‑decade) capital project involving hardware, labor, and construction
trades. Internet and TV “cable providers” are ongoing service contracts from companies like Comcast, Spectrum,
AT&T, and regional ISPs.

The cheapest cable provider for internet or TV will depend on your specific California market, the available
infrastructure, and promotional pricing. That choice will affect where the demarcation point lands in your building,
but it does not dictate your structured cabling design. A well built cabling plant will work with any service provider
you might use over its life.

Where the two intersect is at the demarcation and entry facilities. Your backbone cabling and main equipment
room layout should anticipate that you might change providers during the building’s life. Leaving conduit,
appropriately sized backboards, and clear labeling at the entry point can save headaches when a new carrier comes
on‑site.

Planning around California realities
California introduces several practical realities that must be baked into the design of the three primary
components: backbone, horizontal, and work areas/telecom spaces.

Seismic requirements drive how racks, ladder trays, and riser sleeves are braced. A poorly anchored rack that tips
during a quake can shred tens of thousands of dollars of equipment and cabling in seconds. Good installers pay
close attention to seismic anchoring, not just for compliance, but because they have seen the results when it is
ignored.



Fire and building codes dictate cable ratings and routing. Plenum and riser rated cable, properly installed
firestopping, and clear separation from high voltage wiring are not optional. Inspectors in many California cities
have become stricter about low voltage work, so the old habit of “nobody inspects this stuff” no longer holds.

Energy codes and thermal management affect telecom rooms. California’s Title 24 and local codes push for
efficient buildings. Network gear still generates heat. Designing telecom spaces with appropriate cooling, power,
and environmental monitoring prevents the scenario where someone crams extra switches into a closet that was
never meant to hold them, and then wonders why they keep failing in August.

Tenant churn and adaptive reuse are part of California life. Office buildings become labs, retail becomes healthcare,
and warehouses become creative spaces. A well designed structured cabling plant anticipates reconfiguration.
Locating telecom rooms where they can serve multiple future layouts, running extra fiber strands in risers, and
leaving labeled spare copper runs to key locations all pay off over a building’s life cycle.

Is cabling difficult to manage over time?
Installing structured cabling correctly is skilled work, but the bigger challenge is often managing it over 10 or 15
years of moves, adds, and changes.

The difficulty usually comes not from “what is the best wire for home use” or “what category of cable did you buy,”
but from discipline:

Documenting where backbone and horizontal runs originate and terminate, and keeping that documentation
updated. Labeling cables, faceplates, and patch panels in a consistent scheme that new staff can understand.
Avoiding the temptation to pull quick, unlabeled “temporary” cables that live forever. Scheduling periodic cleanup
of telecom rooms so patching does not devolve into a tangled mess.

When those basics are respected, structured cabling is not difficult to live with. If they are ignored, even the best
engineered cabling plant becomes a liability.

Choosing a cabling partner in California
Because the three primary components of structured cabling touch so many disciplines, the choice of installer
matters as much as the choice of cable type.

A practical way to approach vendor selection is to look at a short checklist of behaviors rather than just brand
names or the lowest quote:

1. They walk the site carefully before pricing, and ask questions about future growth, PoE plans, and equipment
choices.

2. They talk explicitly about backbone vs horizontal design, telecom room locations, and compliance with local
codes.

3. They provide sample labeling schemes, test report formats, and as‑built documentation from past jobs.

4. They discuss cable categories and “what are the three types of cabling” or “what are the 5 types of cable” in
plain language, with trade‑offs instead of pushing the most expensive option by default.

5. They can speak credibly about schedule, access constraints, and coordination with other trades such as
electricians and HVAC.

The cheapest quote on paper often comes from someone who does not invest that time up front. In a high‑cost,
tightly regulated market like California, cutting corners on cabling rarely stays cheap for long.



Bringing it together
Understanding the three primary components of structured cabling helps you make better decisions, even if you
never pull a cable yourself.

Backbone cabling defines how your building or campus connects at high speed and with resilience. Horizontal
cabling determines what each user, device, and wireless access point can realistically achieve day to day. Work
areas and telecommunications spaces shape how maintainable, testable, and adaptable the system will be over its
life.

Within that framework, questions such as “How much does cabling cost?”, “Is cabling the same as wiring?”, “What
is the most common type of cabling used in networks?”, or “Is cabling difficult?” start to have clearer, more
practical answers.

For California specifically, the combination of seismic risk, strong building codes, high labor costs, and rapid
technology turnover means that getting the structure right on day one is far more important than chasing short
term savings. A disciplined design around backbone, horizontal, and work area components, supported by good
documentation and thoughtful cable choices, will quietly support your organization while everything else in the
technology stack changes above it.


