Executive Briefs

Ghost Kitchens in 2026: Signals to Enter, Scale or Exit

€@ B/ DiegoF Parra - Updated 2026-07-09 - Dark Kitchens & Foodtech

MASTERESTAURANT® ExocutiveBaiat

Cocinas Fantasma en 2026: Senales
para Entrar, Escalar o Salir

Método probado en +8.400 restaurantes - 43 paises restaurantecercademi.co

QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: enter a ghost kitchen only when your contribution margin per order clears 18%
after the aggregator commission (25-30%) and you project 240 orders/day per virtual brand
within 90 days; scale when two brands share one production line with food cost variance
<3 pts; exit when break-even drifts after 6 months and commission plus acquisition cost
eats all EBITDA. A ghost kitchen isn't a cheaper business — it's a business of tighter unit
economics. Whoever doesn't measure margin per order with the commission inside isn't
operating: they're subsidizing the aggregator.

*» Executive Brief Strategic brief - CEOs, boards & investors - 12 minread - 2026-07-09

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

The ghost kitchen — dark kitchen or cloud kitchen — is no longer the easy promise of 2021. In 2026 it's a
scalpel-margin business where the aggregator takes 25-30% of every ticket and the owner keeps whatever's
left. The independent segment holds 61.7% of cloud-kitchen revenue (Grand View Research, 2025): the market
rewards the operator who masters unit economics, not the one with the biggest brand.
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This brief sells no optimism. It offers a decision framework with three exits — enter, scale or exit — anchored to
real sector data and to Diego F. Parra's read and the Masterestaurant methodology on food cost variance,
contribution margin and break-even. The right question in 2026 isn't 'should | open a dark kitchen?' but 'does my
margin per order survive the aggregator commission and the customer acquisition cost?'

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

GHOST KITCHEN WITHOUT GHOST KITCHEN WITH THE
UNIT-ECONOMICS CONTROL MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

Aggregator commission on X 25-30% assumed fixed v 25-30% modeled into menu price from
ticket (Statista, 2025) day 1

Food cost per order X  35-40%, no variance control v <32% with food cost variance <3 pts
Contribution margin per order X  8-12%, below break-even v 218%, sustains break-even

after commission

Virtual brands per production X 1 brand, fixed cost not diluted v 2-3 brands sharing the kitchen
line

Orders/day for break-even per X Unknown, discovered in losses v 240 orders/day calculated before

brand opening
Scale-or-exit decision X Emotional, late, at 6-12 months v' By metric, at 90 days with fixed
thresholds

1. Should you enter a ghost kitchen in 20267?

Enter only when your contribution margin per order clears 18% after the aggregator commission and
you project at least 40 daily orders per virtual brand within 90 days.

The aggregator takes 25% to 30% of every ticket; in the United States DoorDash controls ~67% of the delivery
market, Uber Eats ~24% and Grubhub ~9% per Statista 2025, so there is nowhere to hide from that fee. The in-
dependent segment already holds 61.7% of cloud kitchen revenue (Grand View Research, 2025): the market re-
wards the operator who masters unit economics, not the biggest brand. In Diego F. Parra's reading and the
Masterestaurant methodology, the question isn't «should | open a dark kitchen?» but «does my per-order margin
survive the commission and the cost of acquiring the customer?». If the number doesn't work, don't enter. Build
the aggregator commission into your price before setting the menu, because it charges 25% to 30% of every
ticket (Statista, 2025) and whoever fails to internalize it is giving away margin dish by dish.

2. The aggregator isn't a channel, it's a silent partner

In Spain the concentration is just as harsh: Glovo holds around 31% of the market and Just Eat 26% per Ken
Research 2025, two players who dictate the rules of delivery. Diego F. Parra sees it over and over: the owner
calculates food cost at 30%, thinks 70% is left, and forgets the aggregator takes nearly a third of the gross ticket.
The real math is food cost plus commission: 30% + 28% = 58% eaten before touching payroll or packaging. The
app selling price must rise to keep the contribution margin alive, not the counter price. That menu differential is
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the first cash decision, not a detail. A ghost kitchen cuts the cost of premises and dining room, not food cost.
Rent on a commercial street with a dining area can triple that of a production module with no seated guests, and
that's where the structural saving lives. But food cost variance is still the number-one cash leak and prime cost
still governs profitability.

3. What cost does a dark kitchen actually cut?

The National Restaurant Association sets optimal food cost between 28% and 35%: if yours spikes from
waste, unstandardized portions or badly negotiated purchasing, the dark kitchen won't save you.

Cash flow is the leading cause of financial stress and small-business closures (Inc.), and a production module
with runaway food cost fails just like a restaurant with a dining room. Diego F. Parra insists: first tame prime cost
and standardize recipe cards; then decide the format. Cheap premises won't fix a kitchen that bleeds product.
Scale when two or three virtual brands share the same production line and dilute the fixed cost across more tick-
ets. That's the model's real leverage: the same griddle, the same cook and the same rent serving burgers at
noon and healthy bowls at night raise the contribution margin without doubling expenses. Dense markets al-
ready operate this way: Mexico City went from zero to more than 1,200 active dark kitchens, a +40% jump since
2023 per CANIRAC 2025, and in Brazil iFood moves more than 380,000 partner establishments across over
1,500 cities (iFood, 2024).

4. When should you scale a ghost kitchen?

Volume rewards whoever fills a kitchen's dead hours. Under the Masterestaurant framework, scaling
isn't opening another site: it's squeezing installed capacity with a second brand whose food cost and
process you already know.

If one brand leaves the kitchen idle half the day, that dead hour is your best margin opportunity. Exit when, at 90
days, you haven't reached 40 daily orders per brand with a contribution margin of at least 18%: the decision is a
metric, not a feeling. Latin American food delivery will top USD 39 billion by 2027 per Statista 2024, and in a sin-
gle month iFood processed 100 million orders (August 2024): the market is growing, but that doesn't guarantee
YOUR brand has demand. If the volume doesn't show up and the margin doesn't cover commission plus acqui-
sition cost, the business is telling you the truth. Diego F. Parra sums it up without dressing: the mistake | see
again and again is propping up a virtual brand out of pride while it drains cash.

5. When should you exit a ghost kitchen?

Cash flow is the number-one cause of small-business closure (Inc.). Shut that brand down, recover the
production line for one that actually sells, and stop subsidizing a monthly failure.

Calculate contribution margin by subtracting from the app selling price the dish's food cost, the aggregator com-
mission and the packaging; what's left funds payroll, rent and profit. With food cost at 30%, commission at 28%
and packaging at 6%, you keep 36 points of gross contribution margin; from there you cover fixed costs via
break-even, not by loading them onto the dish. The Masterestaurant cash rule is strict: food cost at 32% per dish
is the ceiling, not the target, and the National Restaurant Association places the optimum between 28% and
35%. The aggregator charges 25-30% of the ticket (Statista, 2025), so every point of food cost you save is worth
double. Diego F. Parra puts it plainly: if you can't recite your contribution margin per order from memory, you're
not ready to scale.
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6. How do you calculate contribution margin per order?

The number governs the enter-scale-exit decision, and it's measured per brand, not per kitchen.
Customer acquisition cost decides whether your margin survives, because in delivery the aggregator
owns the customer and charges for giving you visibility.

You pay the 25-30% commission (Statista, 2025) and, on top, in-app promotions and advertising to rank higher
in search; that acquisition spend eats the margin you thought you had. In saturated markets like Mexico City,
with more than 1,200 active dark kitchens (CANIRAC 2025), standing out costs more and more. Glovo bills over
€1 billion a year in g-commerce (EU-Startups, 2025): that machine runs on your marketing budget. In Diego F.
Parra's reading, if you add commission plus acquisition and clear 40% of the ticket, you don't have a business,
you have an expensive hobby. Your own brand and direct ordering are the only lever to lower that cost; without
them you depend on the aggregator and its margin rules yours every month.

7. The differences that decide EBITDA

The aggregator isn't a channel: it's a silent partner charging 25-30% of every ticket (Statista, 2025). Whoever
doesn't price it in gives away margin. A ghost kitchen doesn't cut food cost: it cuts real-estate and front-of-house
cost. Food cost variance is still the #1 leak and prime cost still rules. Leverage lives in the shared production
line: two or three virtual brands over one kitchen dilute fixed cost and lift contribution margin. The scale-or-exit
call is a metric, not a feeling: if by day 90 you don't hit 240 orders/day per brand at 218% margin, the business is
telling you the truth.

POINT BY POINT

A/B analysis: what separates the winner from the subsidizer

AGGREGATOR COMMISSION

A - GHOST KITCHEN WITHOUT UNIT- B - MASTERESTAURANT Modeled into
ECONOMICS CONTROL

menu price from day 1
Assumed fixed and external to price

Verdict: B: with 25-30% commission (Statista 2025), pricing it in is the line between margin and
subsidy.

www.masterestaurant.com - Executive Brief - Ghost Kitchens in 2026: Signals to Enter, Scale or Exit Page 4 of 10



FOOD COST VARIANCE

A - GHOST KITCHEN WITHOUT UNIT- B - MASTERESTAURANT Governed to
ECONOMICS CONTROL

<299/, wii .
Uncontrolled, swings 35-40% =927 with variance <3 pts

Verdict: B: optimal food cost is 28-35% (National Restaurant Association); running past 38%
uncontrolled kills margin.

BRANDS PER PRODUCTION LINE

A - GHOST KITCHEN WITHOUT UNIT- B - MASTERESTAURANT 2-3 brands
ECONOMICS CONTROL

sharing the kitchen
1 brand, fixed cost not diluted

Verdict: B: the dark kitchen's real leverage is diluting fixed cost across virtual brands.

TIMING OF THE DECISION

A - GHOST KITCHEN WITHOUT UNIT- B - MASTERESTAURANT Decides by
ECONOMICS CONTROL

numeric threshold at 90 days
Scales or exits on emotion at 6-12 months

Verdict: B: decision architecture with fixed thresholds avoids subsidizing the aggregator for
months.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Reactive ghost kitchen

SUBSIDIZES THE AGGREGATOR

X Treats the 25-30% commission as inevitable and never prices it in

X Tracks gross sales, not contribution margin per order

X Runs a single virtual brand without diluting the line's fixed cost

X Discovers break-even late, already in accumulated losses

X  Scales on enthusiasm and exits on panic, with no numeric threshold

Ghost kitchen with decision architecture

MASTERESTAURANT

v" Models the aggregator commission into the menu price before opening

v" Governs contribution margin per order as the central KPI

v Shares one production line across 2-3 virtual brands

v Calculates orders/day for break-even with data, not faith

v Enters, scales or exits by fixed 90-day thresholds, not emotion

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Aggregator commission on
ticket

Food cost per order

Contribution margin per order

after commission

Virtual brands per production
line
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GHOST KITCHEN WITHOUT
UNIT-ECONOMICS CONTROL

X  25-30% assumed fixed
(Statista, 2025)

X  35-40%, no variance control

X  8-12%, below break-even

X 1 brand, fixed cost not diluted

GHOST KITCHEN WITH THE
MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

v 25-30% modeled into menu price from
day 1

v <32% with food cost variance <3 pts

v 218%, sustains break-even

v' 2-3 brands sharing the kitchen
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GHOST KITCHEN WITHOUT GHOST KITCHEN WITH THE
UNIT-ECONOMICS CONTROL MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

Orders/day for break-even per X Unknown, discovered in losses v 240 orders/day calculated before

brand opening
Scale-or-exit decision X Emotional, late, at 6-12 months v By metric, at 90 days with fixed
thresholds

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

The numbers that decide the call

67 %

DoorDash share of US delivery 2025 —

concentration sets aggregator commission power

61.7 %

of cloud-kitchen revenue held by
the independent segment 2025

1200.

active dark kitchens in Mexico
City 2025 (+40% since 2023)

39

B USD

meal delivery in Latin America
will exceed this figure in 2027

32 %

maximum food cost per dish (optimal range 28-

35%) — above it, margin can't survive commission

100w

orders in a single month processed by
iFood (Aug 2024) — channel scale in LatAm

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized
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DoorDash share of US delivery 2025 — concentration sets aggregator commission power

of cloud-kitchen revenue held by the independent segment 2025

active dark kitchens in Mexico City 2025 (+40% since 2023)

meal delivery in Latin America will exceed this figure in 2027

B USD

maximum food cost per dish (optimal range 28-35%) — above it, margin can't survive commission

orders in a single month processed by iFood (Aug 2024) — channel scale in LatAm

Sources: Statistics Canada (Statista) 2024, 2025 - Grand View Research 2025 - CANIRAC 2025 - Statista 2024 -
National Restaurant Association 2026

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“I watched an owner celebrate 120 orders a day for six months. He was proud until we opened the books:
the aggregator commission took 28% and food cost sat at 38%. His contribution margin per order was 6%.
He was working full-time to subsidize the platform. We priced the commission in, dropped food cost
variance below 3 points and launched a second virtual brand on the same line. By day 90, margin per order
went from 6% to 19% and EBITDA turned positive for the first time. The dark kitchen wasn't broken: it was
operating blind.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant — real-operation read

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT
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Strategic roadmap: enter, scale or exit in 3 phases

@ Phase 1 — Unit-economics due diligence (weeks 1-2)
Deliverable: a per-order model with the aggregator commission (25-30%, Statista 2025) inside
the menu price, target food cost <32% (National Restaurant Association) and target contribution
margin 218%. Success metric: break-even calculated at 240 orders/day per brand before
signing any shared-kitchen contract.

@ Phase 2 — 90-day validation (months 1-3)
Deliverable: one virtual brand in real operation with food cost variance <3 pts and daily tracking
of contribution margin per order. Success metric: reach 240 orders/day at 218% margin by day
90. If it doesn't, the business says exit; if it clears, it says scale.

@ Phase 3 — Scale via shared line (months 4-6)
Deliverable: a second and third virtual brand on the same production line to dilute fixed cost.
Success metric: lift aggregate contribution margin 24 pts and drive per-site EBITDA to sustained
positive, with the independent segment proving it's possible (61.7% of revenue, Grand View
Research 2025).

FAQ

Frequently asked questions

When does it make sense to enter a ghost kitchen in 20267

Enter when your per-order model projects contribution margin 218% after the aggregator commission (25-30%,
Statista 2025) and break-even at 240 orders/day per brand. With the independent segment at 61.7% of revenue
(Grand View Research, 2025), the operator who masters unit economics wins, not the brand.

What's the signal to scale rather than just survive?

Scale when a virtual brand hits 240 orders/day at 218% margin by day 90 and you can add a second brand on
the same production line with food cost variance <3 pts. Real leverage is diluting fixed cost across brands, not
opening more kitchens.

When should | exit a dark kitchen?

Exit when at 6 months break-even drifts, the aggregator commission plus acquisition cost eats EBITDA and
margin per order stays below 12%. With optimal food cost at 28-35% (National Restaurant Association), if yours
runs past 38% with no variance control, the business already gave its verdict.
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Why does the aggregator commission decide everything?

Because in a market where DoorDash holds 67% of US delivery (Statista, 2025), the aggregator sets bargaining
power and charges 25-30% of every ticket. Whoever doesn't model that commission into the menu price isn't

running a business: they're subsidizing the platform with their own margin.

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 cloud kitchens en
Emiratos Arabes Unidos

Cuota de DoorDash en delivery
de EE. UU.

Cuota de Uber Eats en delivery
de EE. UU.

Cuota de Grubhub en delivery de
EE. UU.

Reservas brutas mundiales de
Uber Eats

Pedidos totales de DoorDash

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

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

60,7% del mercado a fin de 2024

26,1% del mercado a fin de 2024

6,3% del mercado a fin de 2024

US$ 74.600 millones en 2024

=2.583 millones de pedidos en 2024

Source

Coherent Market Insights
2025

Earnest Analytics 2024

Earnest Analytics 2024

Earnest Analytics 2024

Statista 2024

DoorDash (resultados
trimestrales) 2024

masterestaurant.com
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