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Location Intelligence in Gastronomy: predicting
dark kitchen success with spatial data
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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Verdict: a dark kitchen's location is not chosen by gut feel or cheap rent — it is predicted
with spatial data. A profitable ghost kitchen sits where three layers overlap: order density
within a 3-5 km radius, delivery time under 25 minutes, and low competition per cuisine —
not where the square meter is cheapest. The USD 70.4 billion global ghost kitchen market
in 2024 (Research and Markets) rewards operators who model territory risk and punishes
those who sign the lease first and calculate later. With the Masterestaurant framework, the
location decision shifts from a CapEx gamble to a probability model with auditable
contribution-margin thresholds.
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Delivery stopped being a side channel and became the infrastructure on which entire businesses are now built.
The global food delivery market reached USD 1.22 trillion in 2024 according to Statista Market Insights
(Online Food Delivery 2024), and on that base a new class of operation emerged: the dark kitchen. Here,
the variable that decides profitability is not the tablecloth or the view, but the geometry of demand around the
production point.

The problem is that most operators bring physical-restaurant logic to the ghost kitchen: they look for a corner
with foot traffic and a rent that 'feels' reasonable. None of that matters when 100% of sales come through a
screen and leave with a courier. What matters is how many orders exist within a viable delivery radius, at what
delivery time, and against how much cuisine-specific competition. That is where location intelligence — spatial
data and demand density — separates the kitchens that scale from those that close in month fourteen.

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

Side-by-side comparison

GUT-FEEL / CHEAP-RENT

SELECTION

LOCATION INTELLIGENCE WITH

SPATIAL DATA

Decision criterion ✕ Low rent and available unit;
signed first

✓ Order density in 3-5 km radius modeled
before CapEx

Target delivery time ✕ Not measured; discovered
after opening

✓ ≤25 min to 80% of demand as an entry
threshold

Competition analysis ✕ Cuisine saturation ignored ✓ Per-cuisine competition index within the
delivery isochrone

Food cost and contribution
margin

✕ Calculated later; typical 34-
40% food cost

✓ Modeled ≤32% with a mix designed for
the delivery ticket

Territory risk ✕ Not quantified; binary bet ✓ 0-100 score with conservative/base/stress
scenarios

Time to break-even ✕ 14-20 months or closure ✓ 6-10 months with pre-validated demand

CapEx decision ✕ Irreversible bet on a signed
lease

✓ Staged investment by success-probability
threshold

Chapter 1 — Why is a dark kitchen's location predicted, not guessed?

A profitable dark kitchen location is predicted with spatial data, not with gut feeling or the cheapest rent.
The winning spot is where three layers overlap:

order density within a 3-5 km radius, delivery time under 25 minutes, and low competition by cuisine category.
The global delivery market reached USD 1.22 trillion in 2024 according to Statista Market Insights (Online Food
Delivery 2024), and ghost kitchens hit USD 70.4 billion that year per Research and Markets (Ghost Kitchen
Market 2024). At that volume, a bad location is not cosmetic: it decides whether the operation scales or closes. I
have seen dozens of kitchens sign a lease for cheap square footage only to discover in month fourteen that
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there was no demand inside their isochrone. The geometry of demand around the production point rules; the
tablecloth does not exist when 100% of sales leave through a courier. Rent is a dark kitchen's most visible cost
and, at the same time, the worst predictor of its success.

Chapter 2 — Cheap rent is the model's most expensive trap

Signing for cheap square footage in a zone without order density dooms the operation before the fryer is lit. The
dark kitchen market closed 2024 at USD 58.1 billion according to Global Growth Insights (Dark Kitchen Market
2024), and the kitchens that grow within it do not compete on rent: they compete on orders inside the delivery
isochrone. In the United States, 40% of new restaurant licenses in 2023 went to ghost kitchen concepts, per
Statista (Ghost kitchens statistics & facts). That appetite draws operators who transplant physical-restaurant log‐
ic —visible corner, foot traffic— into a business where none of it matters. The figure that does rule is how many
orders exist in your viable radius. Rent represents 8% to 12% of total cost; captureable demand defines 100% of
revenue. Delivery time is a margin variable before it is a service one: each minute above 25 lowers conversion
and raises the courier cost per order.

Chapter 3 — Every minute over 25 erodes your margin, not just your service

A profitable dark kitchen sits inside an isochrone that guarantees deliveries under that threshold across the 3-5
km radius where its demand lives. The delivery market in Latin America reached USD 12,917.3 million in 2024,
with a projected 8.6% CAGR for 2025-2030 according to Grand View Research (2025), and the platform-to-con‐
sumer model concentrated 80.07% of regional revenue that year. That aggregator weight means delivery time is
not yours to control: distance controls it. I have measured conversion drops of 15% to 20% when average time
crosses from 25 to 35 minutes. Locating the kitchen to compress that isochrone is, in practice, buying margin.
The courier charges per trip, and each extra kilometer eats into your contribution. A dark kitchen's real competi‐
tion is measured by cuisine category within the delivery radius, not by the total number of nearby restaurants.
Two sushi ghost kitchens 2 km apart compete for the same order; a sushi one and a pizza one do not.

Chapter 4 — Competition is measured by category, not by number of restaurants

This nuance decides viability and almost no one models it well. The virtual restaurant and ghost kitchen market
closed 2023 at USD 65.3 billion according to Next Move Strategy Consulting (Virtual Restaurant & Ghost
Kitchens 2023), and in Asia-Pacific it reached US$ 21.73 billion in 2024, projected to US$ 60.59 billion by 2032
at a 12.8% CAGR per Coherent Market Insights (2024). With that growth, category saturation arrives fast in
dense zones. At Masterestaurant we analyze the radius filtering by cuisine type and average ticket: a zone with
twenty restaurants may be empty of your category and be gold, or hold three direct rivals and be a grave. The
raw count deceives; the category does not. A dark kitchen's unit economics is built on the aggregator commis‐
sion —between 20% and 30%— and not on the gross ticket the customer sees. Real contribution margin is what
survives that commission, which is why location matters: better density means lower delivery cost per order and
more orders to dilute the CapEx.

Chapter 5 — Unit economics is built on the commission, not the gross ticket

The global virtual restaurants and delivery market reached US$ 66.3 billion in 2024, projected to US$ 140.4 bil‐
lion by 2033 according to Verified Market Reports (2024). On a USD 20 ticket, a 28% commission takes USD
5.60 before touching food cost. If long-haul delivery adds another USD 2 per order, contribution evaporates. I
have rebuilt dozens of P&Ls where the owner celebrated record sales and lost money on every order. Order
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density inside your isochrone is the lever that turns a healthy gross ticket into a margin that survives the plat‐
form. A dark kitchen's CapEx is recovered only if the location was validated with spatial data before signing the
contract; fixing a bad location afterward costs more than the entire build-out. The global cloud kitchen market
reached USD 80.3 billion in 2025 and is projected at USD 88.7 billion in 2026, with a 12.6% CAGR for 2026-
2033 according to Grand View Research (Cloud Kitchen Market).

Chapter 6 — CapEx is recovered only if the location was validated before signing

That capital flowing into the sector rewards those who validate first and punishes those who improvise. A hidden
kitchen requires between USD 40,000 and USD 120,000 in setup depending on format; recovering it depends
on demand existing from day one. At Masterestaurant, Diego F. Parra insists on a hard rule: first the data layer
—density, isochrone, competition by category— and only then the square meter. I have seen operators relocate
the kitchen in month eight and lose the entire CapEx. Prior validation is not an analytical luxury: it is the differ‐
ence between amortizing and liquidating. The three data layers are overlaid on a map until you find the intersec‐
tion where a dark kitchen is profitable: order density, delivery time, and competitive intensity by category. First
you draw the 25-minute isochrone over the real road network, not over a theoretical circle; traffic deforms the ra‐
dius. Then you cross it with order density by postal code and category.

Chapter 7 — How the three data layers overlap to decide the spot

India's q-commerce market illustrates the speed of this demand: it went from US$ 1.6 billion in 2023 to US$ 3.05
billion in fiscal year 2024 according to Mordor Intelligence (2024), and in Spain delivery with dark kitchens runs
around USD 5 billion per Ken Research (2025). With data this mobile, deciding by gut is betting against the evi‐
dence. The winning zone is the one lit up in all three layers at once. Where only two glow, there is risk; where
one glows, there is bankruptcy. The map does not lie; intuition does. Rent is the most visible cost but the least
predictive of a dark kitchen's success; order density within the delivery isochrone is everything. Delivery time is a
margin variable, not just a service one: every extra minute over 25 erodes conversion and raises courier cost
per order. Competition is measured per cuisine within the radius, not by total restaurant count: two sushi ghost
kitchens 2 km apart compete; a sushi and a pizza one do not.

Chapter 8 — The differences that decide profitability

Delivery unit economics is built on the aggregator commission (20-30%), not the gross ticket: the real
contribution margin is what survives that commission. A ghost kitchen's CapEx is recovered only if the location
was validated before signing; fixing a bad location costs more than opening well the first time.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T
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Comparative analysis: gut feel vs. spatial data

LOCATION CRITERION

A ·  G U T- F E E L /  C H E A P - R E N T  S E L E C T I O N

Lowest available rent

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Maximum order

density in a 25-min isochrone

Verdict: B wins: rent doesn't predict sales; demand density does.

TIMING OF THE CAPEX DECISION

A ·  G U T- F E E L /  C H E A P - R E N T  S E L E C T I O N

Sign the lease, then calculate

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Model demand

and margin before committing capital

Verdict: B wins: fixing a bad location costs more than validating it.

TREATMENT OF COMPETITION

A ·  G U T- F E E L /  C H E A P - R E N T  S E L E C T I O N

Total number of nearby restaurants

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Per-cuisine

saturation within the delivery radius

Verdict: B wins: you only compete with your own cuisine in your isochrone.

UNIT ECONOMICS BASE

A ·  G U T- F E E L /  C H E A P - R E N T  S E L E C T I O N

Gross ticket without deducting commission

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Contribution

margin after aggregator commission (20-
30%)

Verdict: B wins: the margin that survives commission is the real business.

www.masterestaurant.com · White Paper - Location Intelligence in Gastronomy: predicting dark kitchen success with spatial data Page 5 of 10



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

The traditional approach: choose by rent and availability H I G H  R I S K

Location intelligence: predict before investing M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

The lease is signed before demand is modeled✕

Cheap rent drives the decision, not order density✕

Delivery time unknown until after operating✕

Cuisine saturation ignored: competing blind✕

Food cost climbs to 34-40% from a mix not built for delivery✕

Break-even at 14-20 months; high early-closure rate✕

Demand density in the delivery radius is modeled before CapEx✓

≤25 min delivery time is an entry threshold, not a discovery✓

The per-cuisine competition index defines the market gap✓

The mix is designed to keep food cost ≤32% on the delivery ticket✓

Territory risk is scored 0-100 across three inflation scenarios✓

Investment is staged by success-probability threshold✓

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

Side-by-side comparison

GUT-FEEL / CHEAP-RENT

SELECTION

LOCATION INTELLIGENCE WITH

SPATIAL DATA

Decision criterion ✕ Low rent and available unit;
signed first

✓ Order density in 3-5 km radius modeled
before CapEx

Target delivery time ✕ Not measured; discovered
after opening

✓ ≤25 min to 80% of demand as an entry
threshold
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GUT-FEEL / CHEAP-RENT

SELECTION

LOCATION INTELLIGENCE WITH

SPATIAL DATA

Competition analysis ✕ Cuisine saturation ignored ✓ Per-cuisine competition index within the
delivery isochrone

Food cost and contribution
margin

✕ Calculated later; typical 34-
40% food cost

✓ Modeled ≤32% with a mix designed for
the delivery ticket

Territory risk ✕ Not quantified; binary bet ✓ 0-100 score with conservative/base/stress
scenarios

Time to break-even ✕ 14-20 months or closure ✓ 6-10 months with pre-validated demand

CapEx decision ✕ Irreversible bet on a signed
lease

✓ Staged investment by success-probability
threshold

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R

Figures that frame the location decision

70400
global ghost kitchen market in 2024

M  U S D

88.7
global cloud/ghost kitchen market
projected in 2026 (CAGR 12.6%)

B  U S D

40%
new U.S. restaurant licenses for
ghost kitchen concepts (2023)

12917.3
Latin America online food delivery

market 2024 (CAGR 8.6%)

M  U S D

1.22
global food delivery market in 2024

T  U S D
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

global cloud/ghost kitchen market projected in 2026 (CAGR 12.6%)

88.7
B USD

new U.S. restaurant licenses for ghost kitchen concepts (2023)

40%

global food delivery market in 2024

1.22
T USD

platform-to-consumer share of LatAm delivery revenue (2024)

80.07%

Leading US virtual brand by locations (Brooklyn Calzones) — 2026 industry benchmark

12%

Sources: Research and Markets 2024 · Grand View Research 2026 · Statista 2023 · Grand View Research 2025 ·
Statista Market Insights 2024

80.07%
platform-to-consumer share of

LatAm delivery revenue (2024)

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“An operator wanted to open his third ghost kitchen in the cheapest rent in the city, inside an industrial park.
I asked for the order heatmap of his two existing brands: the park had near-zero density within a 4 km
radius and a projected delivery time above 32 minutes. We moved the operation to a unit 40% more
expensive but inside a 22-minute isochrone with three times the order density. Break-even went from a 16-
month projection to a real 8. The expensive rent was, in fact, the cheap decision.”

— Diego F. Parra, restaurant consultant — Masterestaurant

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
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How to model a dark kitchen's location in 4 steps

1 Draw the delivery isochrone, not the straight-line radius
Define the real zone a courier covers in ≤25 minutes accounting for traffic and roads, not a circle
on the map. A 5 km straight-line radius may be 18 minutes on an avenue and 40 in a congested
area. The isochrone is the unit of analysis: anything outside it is not your market, however
cheap the square meter.

2 Overlay demand density and per-cuisine competition
Cross two layers inside the isochrone: how many orders exist per cuisine (demand) and how
many kitchens already serve it (supply). The market gap is where order density is high and
cuisine saturation is low. With the ghost kitchen market at USD 70.4 billion in 2024 (Research
and Markets), the arbitrage is no longer in the model but in finding the underserved micro-
market.

3 Build unit economics on the aggregator commission
Model contribution margin per order by subtracting the aggregator commission (20-30%),
packaging cost, and a food cost target ≤32%. If the average ticket leaves no positive
contribution margin after commission, the densest location won't save the business. Delivery
unit economics is decided here, before signing any lease.

4 Score territory risk and stage CapEx by threshold
Assign a 0-100 score combining density, delivery time, competition, and unit economics, and
simulate stress scenarios (input inflation 5%/12%/20%). Deploy full CapEx only on high-score
locations with stress-resilient margin; on intermediate ones, enter with a lightweight format and
validate real demand before investing deeply.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions about location intelligence

What is location intelligence applied to a dark kitchen?

It is the use of spatial data — order density, delivery isochrones, and per-cuisine competition — to predict a
ghost kitchen's profitability before investing. Instead of choosing by cheap rent, you model where high demand,
fast delivery, and low category saturation overlap.
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Why is cheap rent a poor guide for locating a ghost kitchen?

Because 100% of a dark kitchen's sales come through delivery, and rent predicts neither order density nor
delivery time. A cheap unit outside the 25-minute isochrone has little accessible demand and break-even at 14-
20 months; a pricier one inside it can reach break-even in 8.

How much does the aggregator commission weigh on delivery unit economics?

Between 20% and 30% of the ticket. Real contribution margin is calculated after subtracting that commission,
packaging, and a food cost target ≤32%. If the average ticket leaves no positive margin after commission, no
high-density location saves the business: the model is fixed in mix and price.

How large is the market that justifies this discipline?

The global ghost kitchen market was USD 70.4 billion in 2024 (Research and Markets) and cloud/ghost kitchen
is projected at USD 88.7 billion in 2026 with 12.6% CAGR (Grand View Research, 2026). At that volume,
competitive advantage is no longer in the model but in location precision.

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

Cuota del segmento independiente en
cocinas en la nube 2025

61,7% de los
ingresos

Grand View Research — Cloud Kitchen Market
2025

Mercado de cocinas en la nube en 2024
(estimación alterna)

USD 45.650
millones

MarkNtel Advisors — Cloud Kitchen Market 2024

Mercado de ghost kitchens en 2024
(Research and Markets)

USD 70.400
millones

Research and Markets — Ghost Kitchen Market
2024

Proyección de ghost kitchens a 2029
(Research and Markets)

USD 142.500
millones

Research and Markets — Ghost Kitchen Market
2029

Mercado de restaurantes virtuales y ghost
kitchens 2023 (Next Move)

USD 65.300
millones

Next Move Strategy Consulting — Virtual
Restaurant & Ghost Kitchens 2023

Valoración proyectada de ghost kitchens a
2030

USD 204.000
millones

GlobeNewswire — Global Ghost Kitchens Market
2030
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