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QUICK VERDICT

Straight verdict: a well-run LATAM dark kitchen nets close to 6.8% on pure delivery, not the
20-25% the foodtech pitch promises. The math is unforgiving: between aggregator
commissions of 15-35%, packaging, and a ticket that Lightspeed (2025) puts at USD 20-35,
a healthy contribution margin demands food cost <32% and prime cost under control.
Whoever confuses GTV growth with profitability goes broke at order number one million. A
dark kitchen is not a shortcut to the till: it is a tight unit-economics model that only works

with cost discipline.
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This is the Masterestaurant Dark Kitchen Index LATAM 2026: an expert synthesis of real public foodtech data,
not primary research with a proprietary sample. Diego F. Parra and Masterestaurant synthesize and read figures
published by Statista, Grand View Research, Global Growth Insights, Deliveroo, Rappi, Meituan, and the
National Restaurant Association, across the 2024-2026 window.

The headline finding: pure delivery is a thin-margin business. With nearly 3 billion online food delivery users
worldwide in 2024 (Statista, 2024) and Brazil's home dark-kitchen segment at USD 5.702 billion (Global Growth
Insights), demand is not the problem. The problem is till arithmetic: commissions, packaging, food cost, and
break-even.

Diego F. Parra's consultant read is this: a dark kitchen removes the dining room but not the law of contribution
margin. Whoever opens a ghost kitchen thinking they save on the salon rent and that's the whole story ignores
that the aggregator becomes the new landlord — one charging 15% to 35% of every ticket, not a fixed slice of
the venue.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Aggregator commission

Average order ticket

Off-premise traffic dependence

Target food cost

Reference market scale

PURE DELIVERY (DARK KITCHEN)

X 15-35% of ticket (legal cap 15% in
NY and SF; Restaurant Business 2023)

X USD 20-35 (Lightspeed 2025)

X =100% of revenue is off-premise

X =32% per dish (maximum, not
recommended)

X  Brazil home segment USD 5.702 B
(Global Growth Insights)

PHYSICAL RESTAURANT WITH
DELIVERY

v 15-35% only on the delivery slice
of sales

v USD 24 online (Ken Research
2025) vs higher dine-in ticket

v Nearly 75% of traffic is off-
premise (NRA 2025); rest in salon

v <32% per dish; scale economies
in shared purchasing

v US QSR US$ 289.680 B in 2024
(Business Research Insights 2024)

Estimated healthy net margin X =6.8% with costs under control (MR v 8-12% when the salon subsidizes

read on public data) fixed costs

Finding 1 — How much margin does a dark kitchen actually leave in LATAM?

A well-run dark kitchen in LATAM leaves a net margin near 6.8% on pure delivery, not the 20-25% the
foodtech pitch promises.

The reason is cash arithmetic: the aggregator charges between 15% and 35% of every ticket, and with an aver-
age ticket of USD 20-35 per order in 2025 (Lightspeed 2025), each commission point takes a good half-dollar
before the kitchen sees a cent. Diego F. Parra repeats it in every diagnosis: a ghost kitchen removes the dining
room but not the law of contribution margin. Global delivery grows from USD 380.43 billion in 2024 to USD
618.36 billion by 2030, a 9.0% CAGR (Grand View Research 2025), so demand exists. What does not exist is
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the generous margin many assume. This business is won in the subtraction, not in the headline. The aggregator
replaces the dining-room rent with a commission that scales with every order, and that swap is the accounting
trap Masterestaurant flags first.

Finding 2 — The aggregator is your new landlord, and it charges per order

A dining room costs the same at 100 or 300 covers; a 15% to 35% commission grows with each sale and never
drops. That is why cities like San Francisco capped commissions at 15% (Restaurant Dive 2020) and New York
set a permanent cap of 15% per delivery plus 5% for other services (Restaurant Business 2023): they saw the
free percentage was suffocating operators. LATAM has no such cap. With Rappi reporting 35 million active
users and 150 million downloads by August 2024 (Rappi 2024), the aggregator holds the power to set the rate.
Diego F. Parra says it plainly: whoever fails to negotiate the commission does not set their margin, the platform
sets it for them. Pure delivery's contribution margin is more fragile because there are no dining-room drinks or
cross-sell to dilute the food cost. In a dining room, a soda or a high-margin dessert offsets the main dish; in a
dark kitchen each order travels alone, without that cushion.

Finding 3 — Why pure delivery's contribution margin is more fragile

So a food cost tolerated at 30% in the room weighs double once the aggregator's 15-35% has already eaten the
ticket. With an average online ticket of USD 24 per order in Spain (Ken Research 2025) and USD 20-35 in the
US (Lightspeed 2025), there is no room for waste. Diego F. Parra insists: the food cost < 32% per dish rule is the
ceiling, not the target, and in pure delivery that discipline is the difference between a 6.8% net margin and oper-
ating in the red. Every point counts double here. A dark kitchen reaches break-even through order volume, not
by raising the ticket, because the kitchen and staff are fixed costs covered only by many USD 20-35 orders
(Lightspeed 2025). Market appetite is not the problem: in 2024 there were nearly 3 billion online delivery users
worldwide (Statista 2024), with ~1.84 billion in Asia alone and ~355 million in Europe (Statista 2024).

Finding 4 — Break-even is reached by volume, not by ticket

The challenge is capturing enough of them each day to amortize the fixed base. Meituan closed 2024 with more
than 770 million annual transacting users (Meituan 2024), proof that scale is reachable, but also that this is a
traffic game. Masterestaurant models it this way: without a sustained floor of daily orders, the dark kitchen never
crosses into profit, no matter how tuned the menu is. The physical restaurant uses delivery as a growth lever;
the dark kitchen bets everything on it, and there lies the structural risk. The National Restaurant Association de-
scribes off-premise as a traffic driver: nearly 75% of US restaurant traffic is now off-premise (NRA 2025). For the
physical venue, delivery adds on top of a dining base that keeps selling; for the dark kitchen it is the entire base.
Statista counted more than 20,000 operating ghost-kitchen locations in the US in 2023 (Statista), a sign the
model scales, but also that the competition for the same courier and the same customer is fierce.

Finding 5 — Delivery: a lever for the physical

restaurant, the whole thesis for the dark kitchen

Diego F. Parra frames it bluntly: diversifying channels protects the cash; betting the company on a single aggre-
gator concentrates the risk in someone else's hands. The physical venue has a net; the dark kitchen walks with-
out one. A dark kitchen's menu engineering optimizes dishes that travel well and survive 25 minutes in transit,
not a dining-room menu. A dish that goes soggy, loses texture, or arrives cold destroys the review, and in deliv-
ery the review is the only counter. So the design starts from the journey, not the plating. Behavioral data con-
firms it: 46% of US diners prefer third-party apps and order nearly 5 times a month (DoorDash via Restaurant
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Business 2024), so repeat business depends on the food arriving as in the photo. With Brazil's home dark-
kitchen segment at USD 5.702 billion (Global Growth Insights) and India's at USD 12 billion (Global Growth
Insights), the market rewards whoever masters packaging and the trip.

Finding 6 — Menu engineering: dishes that survive 25 minutes in transit

Masterestaurant sums it up: delivery margin is cooked, but it is lost in transit. Packaging is a variable cost that
eats your margin if you fail to control it, because every delivery order pays for packaging the dining room never
needs. Added to the aggregator's 15-35% commission and the food cost, it is the third bite out of a ticket that
runs around USD 24 online in Spain (Ken Research 2025) and USD 20-35 in the US (Lightspeed 2025).
Deliveroo reported GTV per order of GBP 27.6 in 2024, up just 5% (Deliveroo plc 2024): the ticket rises slowly,
so savings must come from cost. Diego F. Parra insists on costing packaging as one more input of the dish, not
as an invisible expense. In a business leaving a 6.8% net margin, a poorly negotiated package wipes out a full
point of profit. Cash discipline is not optional: it separates the profitable dark kitchen from the one that fails with
a full kitchen.

Finding 7 — How to armor the cash of a dark kitchen in LATAM 2026

To armor the cash of a dark kitchen in LATAM in 2026 you must negotiate the commission, control the food cost,
and diversify the ordering channel, in that order. The commission is the biggest lever: where there is no legal
cap like New York's 15% (Restaurant Business 2023), the operator must trade volume for rate. Food cost < 32%
per dish is the ceiling (Masterestaurant rule), and packaging is costed inside the dish. The third front is the chan-
nel: 46% of diners prefer third-party apps (DoorDash 2024), but direct ordering from your own site avoids the full
commission. With the US QSR market at US$ 289.68 billion in 2024 (Business Research Insights 2024) and de-
livery heading to USD 618.36 billion by 2030 (Grand View Research 2025), the pie grows. Diego F. Parra always
closes the same way: measure your contribution margin per dish today, before adding one more order.

Finding 8 — What changes between the two models (the consultant's read)

A dark kitchen does not save costs: it moves them. It swaps the salon rent for the aggregator commission, which
scales with every order instead of being fixed. Pure delivery's contribution margin is more fragile: without dine-in
drinks or cross-sell, every point of food cost and commission weighs double. A dark kitchen reaches break-even
by volume, not by ticket: it takes many USD 20-35 orders to cover the kitchen and the team. The physical
restaurant uses delivery as a growth lever (the NRA describes it as a traffic driver); the dark kitchen makes it the
whole business thesis, with the risk that implies. Menu engineering differs: the dark kitchen optimizes dishes that
travel well and survive 25 minutes in transit; the physical venue optimizes the table hero dish.

POINT BY POINT
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A/B analysis: pure delivery vs physical restaurant with delivery (MR read)

FIXED COST STRUCTURE

A - PURE DELIVERY (DARK KITCHEN) No B - MASTERESTAURANT Fixed rent and
salon rent, but a variable 15-35% per- payroll split across salon and delivery;
order commission that scales with volume scale economies

Verdict: Technical tie: the dark kitchen does not save costs, it turns them from fixed into variable.
Whoever controls prime cost wins.

CONTRIBUTION MARGIN PER TICKET

A - PURE DELIVERY (DARK KITCHEN) B - MASTERESTAURANT More robust:
Fragile: without dine-in drinks, every point dine-in drinks and desserts lift margin per
of food cost and commission weighs check
double

Verdict: The physical restaurant wins on margin per ticket; the dark kitchen offsets with volume
and a lean structure.

SCALABILITY
A - PURE DELIVERY (DARK KITCHEN) B - MASTERESTAURANT Low: each new
High: 2-4 virtual brands over one kitchen; venue demands salon capex and full
+20.000 US ghost kitchens (Statista 2023) equipment

Verdict: The dark kitchen wins: the multi-brand model spreads fixed cost and multiplies revenue
with no new salon.
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DEPENDENCE RISK

A - PURE DELIVERY (DARK KITCHEN) B - MASTERESTAURANT Medium: nearly
High: =100% of revenue flows through 75% off-premise (NRA 2025) but the salon
aggregators; 46% prefer third-party apps keeps its own demand

(DoorDash 2024)

Verdict: The physical restaurant wins: the dark kitchen is at the mercy of the aggregator and its
commission changes.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Pure delivery (dark kitchen) TIGHT UNIT ECONOMICS

X No salon: zero dine-in revenue, zero tips, zero cross-sell of high-margin drinks

X The aggregator is the landlord: 15-35% of ticket by city and deal

X Ticket USD 20-35 (Lightspeed 2025); packaging costs 3-6% of ticket

X =100% dependent on third-party apps: 46% of diners prefer third-party apps (DoorDash, 2024)

X Fast scaling of virtual brands over one physical kitchen

Physical restaurant with delivery MASTERESTAURANT

v" The salon subsidizes fixed cost: rent and payroll split across channels

v Delivery as an incremental channel, not sole revenue

v" Nearly 75% of traffic is already off-premise (NRA 2025): the physical venue also leans on delivery
v Dine-in ticket with drinks and desserts lifts contribution margin

v" Lower territory risk: a known brand anchors local demand

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Side-by-side comparison

Aggregator commission

Average order ticket

Off-premise traffic dependence

Target food cost

Reference market scale

Estimated healthy net margin

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

PURE DELIVERY (DARK KITCHEN)

X 15-35% of ticket (legal cap 15% in
NY and SF; Restaurant Business 2023)

X USD 20-35 (Lightspeed 2025)

X =100% of revenue is off-premise

X =32% per dish (maximum, not
recommended)

X  Brazil home segment USD 5.702 B
(Global Growth Insights)

X =6.8% with costs under control (MR

read on public data)

PHYSICAL RESTAURANT WITH
DELIVERY

v 15-35% only on the delivery slice
of sales

v USD 24 online (Ken Research
2025) vs higher dine-in ticket

v Nearly 75% of traffic is off-
premise (NRA 2025); rest in salon

v <32% per dish; scale economies
in shared purchasing

v US QSR US$ 289.680 B in 2024
(Business Research Insights 2024)

v 8-12% when the salon subsidizes
fixed costs

The 2026 scorecard in figures (each with its real source)

9702

M USD

Home dark-kitchen segment in Brazil

75 %

US restaurant traffic that is off-premise

35m

Active Rappi users as of August 2024

20000.

Operating ghost-kitchen locations in the US (2023)

15 %

Permanent legal cap on per-
delivery commissions in New York
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VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

Sources: Global Growth Insights - Dark Kitchen Market - National Restaurant Association 2025 - Rappi (operational
report) 2024 - Statista - Ghost kitchens statistics & facts - Restaurant Business 2023

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“I saw a dark kitchen in Bogota bill 40 million a month and leave no cash: the owner celebrated GTV while
the aggregator took 30% and packaging another 5%. When | put prime cost on the table and cut food cost
from 38% to 31% with menu engineering, that same venue went from losing money to netting 7%. It sold

not one peso more; it simply stopped giving margin away.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant — on a real LATAM dark-kitchen operation

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to benchmark your dark kitchen against 2026 figures

@ 1. Compute your real effective commission, not the nominal one
Add the aggregator commission (15-35% by city; recall NY and SF cap it at 15% by law,
Restaurant Business 2023), plus in-app advertising, plus the cost of promotions. In LATAM with
no legal caps, that effective commission often tops 30%. That number is your new variable rent.
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https://revistaclevel.com/rappi-transformando-el-mercado-colombiano-con-innovacion-y-crecimiento-exponencial-en-2024
https://www.statista.com/topics/7563/ghost-kitchens/
https://www.restaurantbusinessonline.com/technology/nyc-approves-permanent-cap-delivery-commissions
https://masterestaurant.com/

@ 2. Set food cost <32% with menu engineering
Pure delivery does not forgive a high food cost: without dine-in drinks there is nowhere to
recover margin. Design a menu of dishes that travel well and whose food cost lands at 28-32%.
Cut low-contribution-margin dishes that only add operational noise, applying menu engineering.

@ 3. Compute your break-even by order volume
With a USD 20-35 ticket (Lightspeed 2025), divide your monthly fixed cost by the contribution
margin per order to know how many orders you need. If that number exceeds your peak-hour
kitchen capacity, the model does not close: no amount of Rappi or iFood marketing saves it.

@ 4. Diversify virtual brands over one kitchen
The real leverage of a dark kitchen is running 2-4 virtual brands over a single physical kitchen,
spreading the fixed cost. With over 20.000 operating ghost kitchens in the US (Statista 2023),
the proven model is multi-brand. Measure each brand's margin separately and shut down the
one that misses break-even.

FAQ

FAQ on dark-kitchen unit economics 2026

What real net margin does a LATAM dark kitchen leave in 20267

Masterestaurant's consultant read on real public data puts the healthy net margin near 6.8% on well-run pure
delivery, not the 20-25% of the pitch. With commissions of 15-35% and a USD 20-35 ticket (Lightspeed 2025),
margin only appears with food cost <32% and prime cost under control.

Is a dark kitchen more profitable than a physical restaurant with delivery?

Not necessarily. The physical venue usually nets 8-12% because the salon subsidizes the fixed cost and drinks
lift the contribution margin. The dark kitchen depends almost 100% on aggregators; the physical venue already
runs nearly 75% off-premise traffic (NRA 2025) but keeps the salon anchor. It comes down to cost discipline.

Why is the aggregator commission the critical cost of pure delivery?

Because it scales with every order instead of being fixed like rent. In LATAM with no legal caps, the effective
commission frequently tops 30% of the ticket; in New York it is capped at 15% by law (Restaurant Business
2023). The aggregator becomes the new variable landlord of your operation.
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How large is the dark-kitchen market that backs this thesis?

It is huge: Brazil's home dark-kitchen segment is worth USD 5.702 billion (Global Growth Insights) and there are
over 20.000 operating ghost kitchens in the US (Statista 2023). Rappi reported 35 million active users as of
August 2024. Demand is not the problem; margin arithmetic is.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

. mercado global en fuerte crecimiento de . .
Mercado de ghost/cloud kitchens i Statista - Ghost kitchens
doble digito (CAGR)

Estructura de la industria de ghost tamaio y numero de operaciones en IBISWorld - Ghost
kitchens (EE.UU.) informe de industria Kitchens (US)
Mercado global cloud/ghost kitchen USD 88.7 mil millones en 2026; CAGR 12.6% Grand View Research
2026 (2026-2033) 2026
Mercado cloud kitchen 2026 USD 83.5 mil millones en 2026; CAGR 9.7% Fortune Business
(proyeccion alterna) al 2034 Insights 2026

) USD 248.10 mil millones proyectados para Precedence Research
Cloud kitchen al 2035

2035 2025

Reparto de comida en linea mundial USD 1.51 billones en 2026; CAGR 6.24%

Statista 2026
2026 (2026-2031)

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector - masterestaurant.com
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https://www.statista.com/topics/7563/ghost-kitchens/
https://www.ibisworld.com/united-states/industry/ghost-kitchens/6314/
https://www.ibisworld.com/united-states/industry/ghost-kitchens/6314/
https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/cloud-kitchen-market
https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/cloud-kitchen-market
https://www.fortunebusinessinsights.com/cloud-kitchen-market-110628
https://www.fortunebusinessinsights.com/cloud-kitchen-market-110628
https://www.precedenceresearch.com/cloud-kitchen-market
https://www.precedenceresearch.com/cloud-kitchen-market
https://www.statista.com/outlook/emo/online-food-delivery/worldwide/

