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Ghost kitchen: the mistakes that
burn cash vs the right method

By Diego F. Parra · Updated 2026-07-09 · Dark Kitchens & Foodtech

Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Verdict: a ghost kitchen doesn't fail for lack of orders, it fails from blind unit economics.
The cash-burning mistake is pricing against a brick-and-mortar ticket and letting the
aggregator —with commissions of 15% to 30% per CloudKitchens (2024)— eat a
contribution margin that was never calculated per channel. The right method reverses the
order: first you model the net-of-commission contribution margin per platform, hold food
cost below 32% and prime cost below 60%, and only then turn on marketing. With 65% of
limited-service operators already offering delivery (National Restaurant Association, 2025)
and first-party preferred by 58% of customers (NCR Voyix, 2024), the rescue lever is direct
ordering. This white paper quantifies both paths and delivers the Masterestaurant 90-
day roadmap.
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Delivery stopped being an accessory channel and became business infrastructure: per the National Restaurant
Association (2025), 65% of limited-service operators already offer delivery, and ghost kitchens —brands that
exist solely to produce for platforms— captured roughly 15% of U.S. foodservice delivery sales in 2023 per
Statista. The problem isn't demand, it's the arithmetic.

Most owners who open a dark kitchen replicate their brick-and-mortar costing and publish it on aggregators
without recomputing the net-of-commission margin. The result is a business that bills revenue and still
decapitalizes: every order loses money because the aggregator commission (15%-30% per CloudKitchens,
2024) never entered the pricing formula.

This document is an expert synthesis —not primary research— of verifiable public data (National Restaurant
Association, Statista, DoorDash, NCR Voyix, AgFunder) read through Diego F. Parra's consulting lens and the
Masterestaurant framework. Its goal: to help an owner tell apart, with numbers, the path that burns cash from
the one that builds a profitable asset.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

GHOST KITCHEN WITH BLIND

UNIT ECONOMICS

GHOST KITCHEN WITH THE

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

Basis for the sale price ✕ Ticket copied from brick-and-
mortar, not adjusted for
commission

✓ Price modeled on net-of-commission
contribution margin per platform

Aggregator commission
accounted for

✕ Ignored or absorbed
(15%-30% eats the margin)

✓ 15%-30% loaded into the per-channel
model (CloudKitchens, 2024)

Target food cost per dish ✕ 35%-40%, no variance control ✓ ≤ 32% with food cost variance
measured weekly

Prime cost (food + labor) ✕ 65%-72%, unmonitored ✓ ≤ 60% with theoretical vs actual cost
per SKU

Weight of the direct (first-
party) channel

✕ 0%-5%, total aggregator
dependence

✓ 25%-40% of volume migrated to own
app/web (NCR Voyix, 2024)

Typical EBITDA of the model ✕ Negative or low single digit
after commissions

✓ Sustained double digit with margin
shielded against inflation

Chapter 1 — Why does a ghost kitchen with full orders still go broke?

A ghost kitchen does not fail for lack of orders, it fails from blind unit economics.

The mistake that burns the cash box is pricing against a physical restaurant's ticket and letting the aggregator
take between 15% and 30% commission —DoorDash's restaurant plans are 15%, 25% and 30% per
CloudKitchens (2024)— without that cut ever entering the formula. Demand exists: 65% of limited-service opera‐
tors already offer delivery per the National Restaurant Association (2025), and ghost kitchens captured roughly
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15% of U.S. foodservice delivery sales in 2023 per Statista. The problem is not selling, it is the arithmetic. Diego
F. Parra sees it again and again in the Masterestaurant framework: a business that bills revenue yet decapital‐
izes, because every order loses money the owner only detects when the bank balance fails to add up at month's
end. Replicating the physical restaurant's costing on Rappi, iFood or DiDi Food decapitalizes the business order
by order.

Chapter 2 — The cost of the error: replicating physical costing in the app

If a dish with 30% food cost is listed at the dine-in price and the aggregator charges 25% commission, the net
contribution margin falls below 20% before touching the payroll or rent paid separately. The channel's scale am‐
plifies the error: DiDi Food delivered over 360 million orders in Mexico in five years per DiDi Food (2024), and
DoorDash closed 685 million orders in the fourth quarter of 2024 alone (+19% year over year) per its financial
results. Each of those orders, mispriced, is a loss repeated thousands of times. The Masterestaurant method re‐
calculates the app's list price to absorb the commission without cannibalizing the margin, dish by dish, before
the menu goes live. The blind model calculates profitability on gross sales; the correct method calculates it on
the net-of-commission contribution margin, dish by dish and channel by channel.

Chapter 3 — Profit on net-of-commission margin, not on gross sales

The difference is structural: on a USD 20 sale with 30% food cost (USD 6) and 25% aggregator commission
(USD 5), USD 9 of contribution remains, a 45% that feels healthy until packaging, waste and the in-house rider
cost are loaded on. Meal delivery penetration reaches 27.5% of users in 2024 and projects 29.2% in 2026 per
Statista, so volume will keep growing and the error will scale with it. Diego F. Parra insists in the Masterestaurant
framework: measure each SKU's margin after commission, not the average ticket. A dine-in star dish can be the
one that burns the most cash in the app, and only the per-channel calculation reveals it. The blind model treats
the aggregator's commission as a necessary evil; the method treats it as a variable to optimize by migrating vol‐
ume to direct ordering.

Chapter 4 — Commission is not a necessary evil: it is a variable to optimize

58% of customers prefer the restaurant's own app or website per NCR Voyix (2024), which opens a clear lever:
every order moved from the aggregator —with commissions of 15% to 30% per CloudKitchens (2024)— to the
first-party channel recovers those margin points in full. Direct demand is not marginal: operators know it, and
63% planned to invest in digital marketing in 2024 per the National Restaurant Association. The Masterestaurant
framework frames the aggregator as an acquisition channel, not the owner of the relationship: the app captures
the new customer and a channel-owned repurchase strategy lowers the weighted-average commission cost.
Every migrated point falls straight to EBITDA. The blind model measures food cost once and forgets it; the
method measures food cost variance every week comparing theoretical cost against actual, because a sus‐
tained 3-point deviation erases a dark kitchen's EBITDA. In a business with net-of-commission margin of 12% to
18%, three points of leakage in inputs —waste, petty theft, unstandardized portions— eat between a fifth and a
quarter of operating profit.

Chapter 5 — Weekly food cost variance: the deviation that erases EBITDA

The measurement discipline is what separates the operator building an asset from the one fighting fires. That is
why 48% of operators prioritized point-of-sale technology in 2024 per the National Restaurant Association: the
POS is the source of the real cost. Diego F. Parra sums it up in the Masterestaurant framework with a cash fig‐
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ure: if you don't close the theoretical-vs-actual gap every Monday, you don't have a business, you have a leak
with a logo. Variance is controlled or it controls your margin. The blind model scales orders before validating the
margin; the method runs stress simulations with input inflation of 5%, 12% and 20% before investing CapEx to
equip more kitchen. The reason is arithmetic: if the net-of-commission margin holds at 5% but turns negative at
12%, scaling volume only multiplies the loss on every new order.

Chapter 6 — Stress-test inputs before investing CapEx in scale

The macro context is not kind: agrifoodtech investment hit USD 16 billion in 2024 but represents barely 5.5% of
global venture capital dollars per AgFunder (2024), a sign that capital for the sector is tightening and the error is
paid dearly. The Masterestaurant framework requires validating the break-even under stress before signing any
investment in ovens, riders or a second location. You scale a proven margin, never an expectation. Scaling be‐
fore validating is betting the cash box. A dark kitchen becomes a profitable asset when its price, its channel mix
and its cost control are governed by numbers, not dine-in intuition. The path that builds cash combines four deci‐
sions: cost per channel after commission, migrate volume to the direct ordering preferred by 58% of customers
per NCR Voyix (2024), measure weekly food cost variance and stress-test inputs before scaling. The market re‐
wards the disciplined: 29.2% user penetration in meal delivery and 2.6 billion users by 2031 are projected per
Statista (2026), demand to spare for whoever has the arithmetic solved.

Chapter 7 — From blind brand to asset: the arithmetic that does build cash

This document is an expert synthesis of verifiable public data read with the criteria of Diego F. Parra and the
Masterestaurant framework, not primary research. Its goal is that an owner distinguish, with cash figures, the
path that burns money from the one that builds a business worth owning. The blind model computes profitability
on gross sales; the right method computes it on net-of-commission contribution margin, dish by dish and chan‐
nel by channel. The blind model treats the aggregator commission (15%-30% per CloudKitchens, 2024) as a
necessary evil; the method treats it as a variable to optimize by migrating volume to direct ordering, preferred by
58% of customers (NCR Voyix, 2024). The blind model measures food cost once and forgets it; the method
measures food cost variance weekly with theoretical vs actual cost, because a sustained 3-point drift erases a
ghost kitchen's EBITDA. The blind model scales orders before validating margin; the method runs stress simula‐
tions (5%/12%/20% input inflation) before committing CapEx to a second unit.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T
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Comparative analysis: blind model vs right method

DEFINING THE SALE PRICE

A ·  G H O S T  K I T C H E N  W I T H  B L I N D  U N I T
E C O N O M I C S

Copies the brick-and-mortar ticket and
publishes it without adjusting for
commission

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Models the price

on net-of-commission contribution margin
per platform

Verdict: The right method: pricing without subtracting the 15%-30% commission (CloudKitchens,
2024) guarantees orders that lose money.

FOOD COST AND PRIME COST CONTROL

A ·  G H O S T  K I T C H E N  W I T H  B L I N D  U N I T
E C O N O M I C S

Measures food cost once and doesn't
monitor variance

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Measures weekly

food cost variance with theoretical vs
actual cost per SKU

Verdict: The right method: a sustained 3-point drift erases a dark kitchen's EBITDA; only weekly
variance catches it in time.

AGGREGATOR DEPENDENCE

A ·  G H O S T  K I T C H E N  W I T H  B L I N D  U N I T
E C O N O M I C S

100% of volume tied to aggregators

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T 25%-40%

migrated to direct ordering (own app/web)

Verdict: The right method: 58% of customers prefer the direct channel (NCR Voyix, 2024) and
every migrated point avoids up to 30% commission.
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DECISION TO SCALE

A ·  G H O S T  K I T C H E N  W I T H  B L I N D  U N I T
E C O N O M I C S

Opens a second unit because orders are
rising

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Scales only after

simulating input inflation at 5%/12%/20%

Verdict: The right method: scaling volume without shielded margin multiplies losses; stress
simulation protects the CapEx.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Ghost kitchen with blind unit economics B U R N S  C A S H

Price copied from brick-and-mortar; aggregator commission not accounted for✕

Food cost above 32% with no variance measurement✕

100% of volume tied to aggregators, zero direct channel✕

No theoretical vs actual cost: waste and overportioning stay invisible✕

Marketing turned on before validating per-dish margin✕

EBITDA discovered negative only at month-end close✕
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Ghost kitchen with the Masterestaurant method M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Price modeled on net-of-commission contribution margin per platform✓

Food cost ≤ 32% and prime cost ≤ 60% controlled per SKU✓

25%-40% of volume migrated to direct ordering (own app/web)✓

Weekly theoretical vs actual cost: variance fixed within 7 days✓

Marketing turned on only after positive unit economics✓

EBITDA projected per stress scenario before scaling✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

GHOST KITCHEN WITH BLIND

UNIT ECONOMICS

GHOST KITCHEN WITH THE

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

Basis for the sale price ✕ Ticket copied from brick-and-
mortar, not adjusted for
commission

✓ Price modeled on net-of-commission
contribution margin per platform

Aggregator commission
accounted for

✕ Ignored or absorbed
(15%-30% eats the margin)

✓ 15%-30% loaded into the per-channel
model (CloudKitchens, 2024)

Target food cost per dish ✕ 35%-40%, no variance control ✓ ≤ 32% with food cost variance
measured weekly

Prime cost (food + labor) ✕ 65%-72%, unmonitored ✓ ≤ 60% with theoretical vs actual cost
per SKU

Weight of the direct (first-
party) channel

✕ 0%-5%, total aggregator
dependence

✓ 25%-40% of volume migrated to own
app/web (NCR Voyix, 2024)

Typical EBITDA of the model ✕ Negative or low single digit
after commissions

✓ Sustained double digit with margin
shielded against inflation

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R
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Figures that define a ghost kitchen's viability

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

65%
of limited-service operators offer delivery

15%
of U.S. foodservice delivery sales are
captured by ghost kitchens (2023)

30%
max aggregator commission
to restaurants (15/25/30 plans)

58%
of customers prefer ordering via
the restaurant's own app or web

29.2%
meal delivery segment user penetration in 2026

685M
DoorDash orders in Q4 2024 (+19% year over year)
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Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“I launched the virtual brand with my dine-in menu prices and within three months I owed two months of
rent. When we modeled the net-of-commission contribution margin with the Masterestaurant method, we
found that two of my five star dishes lost money on every aggregator order. We raised prices only on
delivery, cut two SKUs and pushed direct ordering via WhatsApp: in 90 days I went from negative EBITDA
to 14% at the same volume.”

— Owner of a fast-food dark kitchen, 1 unit, LATAM (operational case)

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T

90-day roadmap to protect the margin

1 Days 1-15: model unit economics per channel
Build the contribution margin of each SKU net of commission per platform. Load the real
commission (15%-30% per CloudKitchens, 2024), the food cost and packaging. Every dish with
a negative net margin is repriced or retired before moving on.
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2 Days 16-45: control prime cost and variance
Install theoretical vs actual cost per SKU and measure weekly food cost variance. Bring food
cost to ≤ 32% and prime cost to ≤ 60%. Labor and rent go to break-even, never to the dish,
following the Masterestaurant costing rule.

3 Days 46-75: migrate to direct ordering
Activate your own app/web and capture aggregator customers into the first-party channel,
preferred by 58% of customers (NCR Voyix, 2024). Every point of volume migrated from the
30% commission to the direct channel falls almost entirely to contribution margin.

4 Days 76-90: stress-test and decide on scale
Run input inflation scenarios at 5%, 12% and 20% and verify EBITDA stays positive in the worst
case. Only with margin shielded against stress is the CapEx of a second unit approved before
the board.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions about ghost kitchen unit economics

Why does my dark kitchen bill revenue and still lose money?

Because the price was set without subtracting the aggregator commission, which reaches 30% per
CloudKitchens (2024). The net contribution margin per dish is negative even as gross sales grow. The fix is to
reprice per channel and hold food cost below 32%.

How much should direct ordering weigh in a ghost kitchen?

Between 25% and 40% of volume is a healthy target. 58% of customers prefer ordering via the restaurant's own
app or web (NCR Voyix, 2024), and every point migrated from aggregator to direct avoids up to 30%
commission, falling almost entirely to contribution margin.

What are the correct food cost and prime cost for a virtual brand?

Food cost must stay at 32% or below per dish —never above— and prime cost (food plus labor) below 60%.
Labor and rent are charged to break-even, not to the dish, per the Masterestaurant costing rule. Variance is
measured every week.

Is it worth opening a dark kitchen in 2026?

Yes, if the model is built on real unit economics. The meal delivery segment reaches 29.2% user penetration in
2026 (Statista, 2026) and ghost kitchens are already 15% of U.S. foodservice delivery (Statista, 2024). Demand
exists; profitability depends on method.
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D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Marcas virtuales como
estrategia de expansión

32% de las estrategias de expansión de
restaurantes en 2025

Technomic (Apicbase) 2025

Mercado de dark kitchens en
India

US$ 552 millones (2023), proyectado a US$
1.523 millones en 2030 (CAGR 15,6%)

Coherent Market Insights
(GlobeNewswire) 2024

Mercado de cloud kitchens en
Medio Oriente y África

US$ 427 millones (2024), proyectado a US$
1.074 millones en 2030 (CAGR 21,9%)

MarkNtel Advisors 2024

Mercado de cloud kitchens en
Emiratos Árabes Unidos

US$ 430 millones (2025), proyectado a US$
1.082,6 millones en 2032 (CAGR 14,1%)

Coherent Market Insights 2025

Cuota de DoorDash en
delivery de EE. UU.

60,7% del mercado a fin de 2024 Earnest Analytics 2024

Cuota de Uber Eats en delivery
de EE. UU.

26,1% del mercado a fin de 2024 Earnest Analytics 2024
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