Executive Briefs

Shared vs own cloud kitchen: the call that
fixes your margin before the first order

€@ 5y DicgoF Parra - Updated 2026-08-12 - Dark Kitchens & Foodtech

QUICK VERDICT

If your brand is not yet billing steadily above USD 500K a year through the digital channel,
the shared cloud kitchen wins, because it turns capex into a variable rent you can cancel
in 60 days; above USD 1 million a year in delivery, with demand concentrated in a delivery
zone you already own on Google Maps, the own kitchen wins, because the savings on the
shared module stop compensating the loss of control over hours, peak capacity and
customer data. The threshold is not the owner's taste: it is monthly orders per square
meter and how elastic your average ticket is against the aggregator commission. High-
performing ghost kitchens run 10 to 30% margins versus 3 to 5% for the traditional
restaurant according to OysterLink (2025), and that gap is won or lost in the decision
architecture, not in the recipe.
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An operator showed me his delivery dashboard in January: 2,100 monthly orders, an 18-dollar average ticket,

and a contribution margin evaporating between aggregator commission, packaging waste and two idle cook-
hours per shift. He wanted his own kitchen so he could stop paying someone else's rent. The number said

otherwise: real occupancy of his shared module ran at 46% of useful time, so four walls of his own would only

buy him empty square meters carrying fixed cost.

The market pushes against that instinct. Global cloud kitchens are projected at USD 83.5 billion for 2026 with a

9.7% compound rate through 2034 according to Fortune Business Insights (2026), and virtual brands already

account for 32% of restaurant expansion strategies according to Technomic via Apicbase (2025). Nobody is

debating whether the channel exists. The debate is over who pays for the bricks.

That is where most of the sector asks the wrong question. They compare rent against rent, when the variable

moving EBITDA is a different one: how many orders per hour you can push through that door before dispatch

times blow up, the aggregator algorithm penalizes you, and your virtual brand drops off the first screen.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison
SHARED CLOUD

KITCHEN

X  31to0 9% when run without

menu engineering, in line with

Achievable net margin in the
digital channel
sector net margin (Statista)

Capital locked before the first X  Zero construction capex;

order deposit equal to two months
of module rent

Dominant operating model in X 13.1% of US virtual

the market brands operate online only

(Locmatic, 2024)

Virtual brand scalability by X Fast replication: the

locations leading US virtual brand
reaches 1,474 locations, 12%

share (Locmatic, 2024)

Exposure to aggregator
commission

X High: DoorDash
marketplace GOV hit USD
21.3 billion in Q4 2024, up
21% (DoorDash, 2024)

Territory risk and demand
density
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X Test a delivery zone for
90 days and walk away with
no penalty

OWN KITCHEN (MASTERESTAURANT
METHOD)

v 10 to 30% in high-performing operations
(OysterLink, 2025)

v Build and equipment capex amortized over
60 months; break-even shifts 4 to 7 months out

v 86.9% run a hybrid model with a physical
location (Locmatic, 2024)

v Slow and expensive replication, with full
control over peak capacity

v Mitigable with owned channel and local
SEO, though aggregators still carry 60 to 70% of
early volume

v'  The lease locks the zone for 3 to 5 years

Page 2 of 12



SHARED CLOUD OWN KITCHEN (MASTERESTAURANT

KITCHEN METHOD)
Automation and output per X Capped by whatever v Asia-Pacific already holds 42% of the
operator equipment the hub operator kitchen robotics market (Market Data Forecast,
installed 2024); an own kitchen makes that investment
possible

1. Which one works if you bill under USD 500K a year in digital

Below USD 500,000 a year in the digital channel, the shared kitchen wins outright, because it lets you cancel
the commitment in 60 days while your own kitchen ties you to a five-year lease and to an investment you never
recover if the concept misses. At that volume you move between 1,800 and 3,000 orders a month; with the USD
18 average ticket | see on most delivery dashboards across the region, that means USD 32,000 to 54,000 in
monthly sales, and no industry data set justifies sinking capex against that base. Margin rules here: high-per-
forming ghost kitchens run between 10% and 30% according to OysterLink (2025), against the 3% to 5% of the
traditional restaurant, and that gap gets built with variable cost, not with square meters you own. Between USD
500,000 and 1 million a year the call no longer resolves with a rule, it resolves by measuring module occupancy.

2. The USD 500K to 1M band: where it stops being obvious

If your brand uses the shared module less than 65% of usable kitchen time, keep renting; above that threshold
the peak-hour surcharge starts eating the savings and it makes sense to open the own-kitchen conversation
with a partner who puts up the bricks. In this band the typical operator runs 2,800 to 5,500 monthly orders and
holds a contribution margin of 22% to 28% per order, as long as the aggregator commission stays below 30%.
The market gives you time to think: cloud kitchens are projected at USD 83.5 billion in 2026 with a 9.7% com-
pound rate through 2034 according to Fortune Business Insights (2026). Once the digital channel clears USD 1
million a year and demand concentrates into windows —Friday and Saturday from seven to ten at night generat-
ing more than 40% of weekly sales—, your own kitchen stops being a luxury and becomes defense.

3. Past the million mark, with concentrated demand, the owned kitchen pays for itself

That profile implies roughly 4,600 monthly orders, and a shared module with six brands fighting over the same
exhaust hood produces dispatch times the aggregator algorithm punishes with less visibility. Less visibility next
week means fewer orders, and the loop feeds itself until the brand vanishes from the first screen. Diego F. Parra
puts it this way inside the Masterestaurant framework: you are not buying square meters, you are buying peak
capacity. The scale figure backs the concentrated-volume logic: DoorDash's marketplace moved USD 21.3 bil-
lion in the fourth quarter of 2024, up 21% (DoorDash, 2024). Above USD 5 million a year a different profile
shows up —the media-chef brand, the gastronomic celebrity, the large-format themed concept— and there the
right answer is almost always hybrid: an owned kitchen as production core plus rented shared modules in the
cities where demand is still unproven. United States data supports that design: 86.9% of virtual brands operate a
hybrid model and barely 13.1% live exclusively online, according to Locmatic (2024).

4. Above USD 5M: the celebrity-chef profile and the large-format themed concept

A brand carrying that much reputational weight cannot afford a 48-minute dispatch time on a Saturday, because
the cost of the bad review gets paid in the dining-room channel and in licensing deals, not just inside the app.
Numeric rule: build the core yourself when a single city clears USD 1.5 million a year. From USD 10 million a
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year up, a group or chain stops deciding kitchen by kitchen and starts deciding network topology. The architec-
ture | recommend has three layers: owned kitchens in the five to eight cities that concentrate 60% or more of
sales, shared modules in test cities, and a satellite finishing kitchen for seasonal peaks. Brooklyn Calzones
reached 1,474 locations with 12% share among United States virtual brands according to Locmatic (2024), and
it did not get there by laying bricks at every point. Virtuality as an expansion lever already carries weight: 32% of
restaurant growth strategies in 2025 run through virtual brands according to Technomic via Apicbase (2025).

5. Groups and chains above USD 10M: the mixed network

A group replicating owned kitchens everywhere is buying territory risk it could have rented. Renting turns fixed
cost into variable cost, and that rewrites the financial discipline of the business entirely: you stop needing a mini-
mum volume to survive and start needing a minimum CONTRIBUTION MARGIN per order. Those are two differ-
ent trades, and plenty of operators run the second with the habits of the first, watching total sales when they
should watch the USD 4.80 left over from every USD 18 ticket. With 30% food cost, a 28% aggregator commis-
sion and 6% packaging, USD 6.48 per order remain to cover direct labor and the module rent; if the module
costs USD 3,500 a month, you need 1,100 orders just to cover it. The whole sector works on 3% to 9% net mar-
gins according to Statista, so a half-point mistake does not forgive. Buying your own kitchen means buying a
five-year hypothesis about a zone; renting a module means leasing that same hypothesis with the right to hand
it back.

6. Territory risk gets bought or rented, and almost nobody models it

The right question is not what the rent costs, but what happens if the zone cools down: if the neighborhood loses
25% of demand because a rival logistics hub opens, the shared-module operator relocates within a quarter while
the operator with owned construction carries a plant running at 46% utilization for the whole contract term. That
46% real occupancy is the figure | have most often had to put in front of an owner convinced his problem was
paying someone else's rent. Emerging markets amplify the argument: Mexico moved USD 1.1 billion in cloud
kitchens during 2024 with 10.74% compound growth through 2033 according to IMARC Group (2024), and at
that speed the hot zones keep moving.

7. The decision, one line per band

Rent while the digital channel stays under USD 500,000 a year; measure occupancy between USD 500,000 and
1 million and only move if you pass 65% of usable time; build your own kitchen above the million mark when
more than 40% of sales concentrate into two windows; combine both above USD 5 million with an owned core in
any city clearing USD 1.5 million; and above USD 10 million design a three-layer network before signing a single
construction contract. The sector is not shrinking —the delivery app market closed 2024 at USD 110 billion, up
15.5% according to Business of Apps (2025)—, but that does not oblige you to buy the bricks today. Open your
dashboard, calculate your module's real occupancy this week and decide against that number. Shared turns
fixed cost into variable, and that rewrites break-even: you stop needing a minimum volume to survive and start
needing a minimum contribution margin per order.

8. The four differences an investment committee actually debates

Two different financial disciplines, and plenty of operators run the second one with habits built for the first. Own
kitchens hand back control of peak capacity. A shared module with six brands fighting over one extraction hood
at nine on a Saturday night produces dispatch times the aggregator algorithm punishes with less visibility, and
less visibility means fewer orders the following week. That loop feeds itself, and almost nobody models it.
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Territory risk is either bought or rented. Shared lets you lease a zone hypothesis for 90 days; your own kitchen
buys it for five years. According to Statista Market Insights (2024), online delivery in Colombia moved USD 1.18
billion with a projected 7.32% compound rate through 2029, healthy growth but not explosive, so a badly
chosen zone will not be rescued by the market tide. Customer data belongs to whoever controls the last leg.
Under a shared roof you rarely see the phone number, the repeat rate or the churn reason; the hub and the
aggregator do.

9. The four differences an investment committee actually debates — in practice

That information asymmetry separates a replicable virtual brand from a hot-food supplier with no
negotiating power.

POINT BY POINT

Criterion-by-criterion comparison

COST STRUCTURE

A - SHARED cLOUD KITCHEN Variable rent B - MASTERESTAURANT Amortized capex
per module plus hub commission; zero plus monthly fixed cost, with full control of
construction capex. energy spend and layout.

Verdict: Shared wins below USD 500K a year; own takes the lead past USD 1 million with high
occupancy.

SPEED TO MARKET

A - SHARED CLOUD KITCHEN Livein 3 to B - MASTERESTAURANT Four to seven
5 weeks: the module ships with extraction, months across licensing, construction and
grease trap and permits already resolved. equipment before the first billed order.

Verdict: Shared wins outright while the demand hypothesis remains unvalidated.
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PEAK CAPACITY

A - SHARED CLOUD KITCHEN Shared with B - MASTERESTAURANT Sized for your
other brands: at nine on a Saturday the own peak, with a dedicated line per virtual
hood and the dumbwaiter become a brand if needed.
bottleneck.

Verdict: Own kitchens win clearly wherever weekend seasonality runs sharp.

TERRITORY RISK

A - SHARED CLOUD KITCHEN A zone can B - MASTERESTAURANT The lease fixes
be abandoned in 60 to 90 days with no the zone for three to five years; a misread
meaningful penalty. zone gets paid in full.

Verdict: Shared wins as an exploration instrument; own only after demand density is proven.

DATA AND CUSTOMER CONTROL

A - SHARED cLOUD KITCHEN Hub and B - MASTERESTAURANT Owned channel,
aggregator see the repeat rate; you see CRM and Google Business Profile under
the ticket and little else. your control, with history that compounds.

Verdict: Own wins, and that advantage grows every quarter because data accumulates.
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VIRTUAL BRAND SCALABILITY

A - SHARED cLouD KITCHEN Cheap B - MASTERESTAURANT EXxpensive
replication into new cities: open a module, replication, but far higher contribution per
switch the brand on. square meter once several brands

consolidate.

Verdict: Technical draw: shared to widen coverage, own to densify margin where you already
lead.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

When shared is the right call VARIABLE RENT, BOUNDED RISK

X You bill under USD 500K a year and need to validate demand before committing capital.

X Projected module occupancy stays below 55% of useful weekly time.

X You want to test two or three delivery zones inside the same quarter.

X The menu fits one hot line and a blast chiller: no bakery, no grill, no long process.

X You would rather pay 22 to 30% commission and variable rent than sign a five-year lease.

X You run a new virtual brand with no review history and no Google Maps footprint.
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When your own kitchen stops being a vanity call

MASTERESTAURANT

v" You clear USD 1 million a year in digital and the shared kitchen already runs above 70% of useful time.

v" Digital peaks outstrip what the hub allows: Friday and Saturday dispatch queues above 12 minutes.

v" You need processes the module forbids: central production, vacuum packing, dedicated cold chain.

v" You want the kitchen as logistics base for three or four virtual brands under one roof.

v Your 24-month plan includes line automation or robotics requiring dedicated electrical work.

v" Customer data matters more than the savings: you want an owned channel, not only delivery

aggregators.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Achievable net margin in the
digital channel

Capital locked before the first
order

Dominant operating model in
the market

Virtual brand scalability by
locations

Exposure to aggregator
commission

SHARED CLOUD
KITCHEN

X 3t0 9% when run without
menu engineering, in line with
sector net margin (Statista)

X  Zero construction capex;
deposit equal to two months
of module rent

X 13.1% of US virtual
brands operate online only
(Locmatic, 2024)

X Fast replication: the
leading US virtual brand
reaches 1,474 locations, 12%
share (Locmatic, 2024)

X High: DoorDash
marketplace GOV hit USD
21.3 billion in Q4 2024, up
21% (DoorDash, 2024)
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OWN KITCHEN (MASTERESTAURANT
METHOD)

v 10 to 30% in high-performing operations
(OysterLink, 2025)

v Build and equipment capex amortized over
60 months; break-even shifts 4 to 7 months out

v 86.9% run a hybrid model with a physical
location (Locmatic, 2024)

v Slow and expensive replication, with full
control over peak capacity

v Mitigable with owned channel and local
SEO, though aggregators still carry 60 to 70% of
early volume
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SHARED CLOUD OWN KITCHEN (MASTERESTAURANT

KITCHEN METHOD)
Territory risk and demand X Test a delivery zone for v The lease locks the zone for 3 to 5 years
density 90 days and walk away with
no penalty
Automation and output per X Capped by whatever v Asia-Pacific already holds 42% of the
operator equipment the hub operator kitchen robotics market (Market Data Forecast,
installed 2024); an own kitchen makes that investment
possible

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

Digital channel scorecard

83.5

BN USD
Global cloud kitchen market projected
for 2026, with 9.7% CAGR through 2034

32 %

of restaurant expansion strategies
in 2025 rely on virtual brands

30 %

Margin ceiling for high-performing ghost kitchens,
against 3 to 5% for traditional restaurants

86.9 %

of US virtual brands run a hybrid
model rather than online only

213

BN USD
DoorDash marketplace GOV in
Q4 2024, up 21% year over year

11

BN USD

Mexican cloud kitchen market in 2024,
growing at 10.74% CAGR toward 2033
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VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

Global cloud kitchen market projected for 2026, with 9.7% CAGR through 2034

BN USD

of restaurant expansion strategies in 2025 rely on virtual brands

Margin ceiling for high-performing ghost kitchens, against 3 to 5% for traditional restaurants

of US virtual brands run a hybrid model rather than online only

DoorDash marketplace GOV in Q4 2024, up 21% year over year

BN USD

Mexican cloud kitchen market in 2024, growing at 10.74% CAGR toward 2033

BN USD

Sources: Fortune Business Insights 2026 - Technomic (Apicbase) 2025 - OysterLink 2025 - Locmatic — State of
Virtual Restaurant Brands 2024 - DoorDash — Q4 y Full Year 2024 Financial Results

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“We arrived with two virtual brands in an 18-square-meter shared module and 2,100 monthly orders,
convinced that our own kitchen would rescue the margin. Diego made us measure real module occupancy
first: 46% of useful time. Instead of signing a lease we rebuilt the menu down to nine items with contribution
margin above 62%, squeezed food cost to 29.4% and fought for the zone's Google Business Profile until
we ranked top three on the map. Eight months later we bill USD 780K a year in digital, dispatch dropped
from 21 to 13 minutes, and only now does an own kitchen make sense, at 74% occupancy with capex
funded by generated cash rather than debt.”

— Operating partner of a two-brand virtual group, USD 500K to 1M annual band, Bogota

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

www.masterestaurant.com - Executive Brief - Shared vs own cloud kitchen: the call that fixes your margin before the first order Page 10 of 12


https://www.fortunebusinessinsights.com/cloud-kitchen-market-110628
https://get.apicbase.com/restaurant-industry-statistics/
https://oysterlink.com/spotlight/ghost-kitchens-statistics-facts/
https://locmatic.io/blog/virtual-restaurant-brands/
https://locmatic.io/blog/virtual-restaurant-brands/
https://ir.doordash.com/news/news-details/2025/DoorDash-Releases-Fourth-Quarter-and-Full-Year-2024-Financial-Results/default.aspx
https://masterestaurant.com/

Three-phase roadmap

@ Phase 1 — Operational due diligence on the unit (30 days)
Deliverable: a per-order unit economics model separating contribution margin, real food cost
and last-mile cost. Measure module occupancy in useful hours, not contract days, and compute
break-even with the aggregator commission already deducted. Success metric: food cost below
32% and contribution margin per order at or above 55% on at least 70% of menu items. Miss
that and the problem is not the kitchen, it is menu engineering.

@ Phase 2 — Local digital engine and territory test (90 days)
Deliverable: a Google Business Profile tuned to the delivery zone, geotargeted paid media by
polygon and a review plan holding the rating above 4.6 stars. This is where the zone proves
itself: test two different polygons from the shared module before committing to a lease. Success
metric: organic owned-channel orders growing to 25% of total volume and peak dispatch time
under 15 minutes.

@ Phase 3 — Capacity and capex decision (180 days)
Deliverable: a signed architecture verdict modeling both the shared and the own-kitchen
scenario across 36 months with discounted cash flow. The rule we apply: own kitchen only if
module occupancy holds above 70% for three straight months and capex is covered by
generated cash. Success metric: digital channel EBITDA above 12% and capex amortized
within 30 months. If the model cannot carry it, renegotiate the hub and defer a year.

@ Phase 4 — Data governance and replication (12 months)
Deliverable: one dashboard covering repeat rate, frequency, acquisition cost per virtual brand
and contribution per square meter. With that in hand you replicate: the leading US virtual brand
reached 1,474 locations at 12% share according to Locmatic (2024), and that road runs on data,
not hunches. Success metric: 60-day repeat rate above 34% and a second zone opened at half
the capex of the first.

FAQ

Questions an investment committee asks

What does it cost NOT to get the shared versus own cloud kitchen call right?

It costs the gap between running at 3 to 9% net margin, the sector band per Statista, and the 10 to 30% high-
performing ghost kitchens reach according to OysterLink (2025). On USD 1 million of digital revenue that gap is
USD 70K to 200K of annual EBITDA left on the table because of one badly made architecture decision.
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What is the real threshold for moving from shared to own?

Module occupancy sustained above 70% of useful time for three consecutive months, digital revenue above
USD 1 million a year, and capex covered by generated cash. Below those three thresholds an own kitchen only

buys empty square meters carrying fixed cost and pushes break-even out by four to seven months.

Does a ghost kitchen work with no physical location?

It works, but it is the minority: only 13.1% of US virtual brands operate online only, against 86.9% running a
hybrid model according to Locmatic (2024). Hybrid dominates because the physical location supplies brand

recognition, reviews and a Google Maps listing with history, three assets a dark kitchen from scratch needs

months to build.

What about dependence on delivery aggregators?

It is real and moving kitchens will not fix it. DoorDash marketplace GOV alone hit USD 21.3 billion in Q4 2024,
up 21% according to DoorDash (2024), and that gravity sets the channel rules. Mitigation means building an

owned channel with local SEO and geotargeted media until direct orders clear 25% of volume.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,

market research) - not competitors.

Metric

Mercado de ghost/cloud kitchens

Estructura de la industria de ghost
kitchens (EE.UU.)

Mercado global cloud/ghost kitchen
2026

Mercado cloud kitchen 2026
(proyeccion alterna)

Cloud kitchen al 2035

Reparto de comida en linea mundial
2026

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector -
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Benchmark 2026

mercado global en fuerte crecimiento de
doble digito (CAGR)

tamafo y numero de operaciones en
informe de industria

USD 88.7 mil millones en 2026; CAGR 12.6%
(2026-2033)

USD 83.5 mil millones en 2026; CAGR 9.7%
al 2034

USD 248.10 mil millones proyectados para
2035

USD 1.51 billones en 2026; CAGR 6.24%
(2026-2031)

Source

Statista - Ghost kitchens

IBISWorld - Ghost
Kitchens (US)

Grand View Research
2026

Fortune Business
Insights 2026

Precedence Research
2025

Statista 2026

masterestaurant.com
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