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QUICK VERDICT

Direct verdict: to expand in 2026, a dark kitchen cuts opening CapEx by 55-70% versus a
traditional location and compresses break-even from 14-18 months to 4-7 months, but it
moves the risk from bricks to delivery unit economics: aggregator commissions of 18-30%
and a traffic dependency you do not control. The traditional restaurant wins when the
brand already owns dine-in demand and a high ticket; the dark kitchen wins as a low-sunk-
cost vehicle for territorial pre-feasibility. The decision is NOT ideological: it is a calculation
of margin variance per territory. The MTIE Model (Territorial Expansion Suitability Map) by
Diego F. Parra at Masterestaurant scores every zone before you sign a single lease.

® White Paper Technical document - C-Suite & multilateral banking -15minread -2026-07-07

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

In 2026, franchise expansion runs in an environment of high rates, volatile input inflation and a delivery channel
that no longer grows double-digit. Signing a five-year traditional lease without quantified territorial pre-feasibility
is the fastest way to turn CapEx into sunk loss. National Restaurant Association Research keeps operating-cost
pressure as operators' #1 concern, and Statista projects the global dark-kitchen market to exceed USD 110-130
billion by 2030 — a signal the lightweight vehicle is here to stay.

This white paper proposes a decision framework, the MTIE Model, that treats each opening as an investment
with estimable variance: it scores the territory, simulates input stress scenarios (5%, 12%, 20% inflation) and
decides between dark kitchen and traditional location based on expected margin and its deviation, not the
Expansion Director's intuition. Across six chapters we develop the financial logic, the scoring algorithm, three
decision tables, a quantified mini-case of a group that scaled from 3 to 5 units, and —what almost no one
publishes— the model's assumptions and limitations. The core tool to run it is the Masterestaurant method, with
its Restaurant Canvas, cash-flow projector and exponential growth model.

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

DARK KITCHEN (GHOST TRADITIONAL RESTAURANT
KITCHEN)
Opening CapEx (per unit) X USD 25,000-70,000 v USD 120,000-350,000
Typical break-even X  4-7 months v 14-18 months
Sunk cost if you close at 12 X USD 15,000-40,000 v" USD 90,000-260,000
months
Target Prime Cost (food+labor) X 52-58% v  58-64%
Channel commission X 18-30% of ticket v 0-15% (mixed dine-in/delivery)
(aggregator)
Demand control X Low (aggregator-dependent) v High (own traffic and brand)
Time to second unit (network X 60-90 days v 180-270 days
speed)
Equipment recovery on X 40-60% resale v" 10-20% (civil works non-
closing recoverable)
MTIE suitability threshold to X 255/100 v 270/100
authorize

Chapter 1 — How much CapEx does a dark kitchen
actually save versus a traditional location?

A dark kitchen cuts opening CapEx by 55% to 70% versus a traditional location.

Where a dine-in restaurant demands 180,000 to 320,000 USD —civil works, fagade, furniture, public restrooms
— a ghost kitchen opens with 45,000 to 90,000 USD: cooking equipment, extraction and a cold line, without a
single square meter of dining room. As Diego F. Parra I've audited dozens of expansions and the pattern re-
peats: brick-and-mortar eats 40% of the budget and never touches a plate. Break-even also compresses. A tra-
ditional location takes 14 to 18 months to return the investment; the dark kitchen reaches it in 4 to 7 months be-
cause its sunk cost is a fraction. The catch is that this saving doesn't vanish: it migrates. The risk of the 5-year
lease becomes the aggregator's variable commission, 18% to 30% of the ticket per Statista, biting the margin
every month.

Chapter 1 — How much CapEx does a dark kitchen
actually save versus a traditional location — in practice

That's where the real Masterestaurant analysis begins. Financial risk doesn't disappear with the dark kitchen; it
changes shape. The traditional location carries a high sunk cost —the lease signed for 5 years and the build-out
— but controls its demand: the customer walks in and the contribution margin runs 65% to 70% of the ticket.
The dark kitchen invests little in bricks but rents its demand from the aggregator. Each order pays 18% to 30%
commission, plus 3% to 6% payment gateway, plus disposable packaging that adds 4% to 8% of the ticket. That
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delivery unit economics is volatile: if the aggregator raises the commission three points, no lease contract pro-
tects you and the margin evaporates within a quarter. At Masterestaurant we quantify it this way: the dark
kitchen lowers fixed risk but raises operational variance. Lower probability of failure from dry cash, higher expo-
sure to someone else's decisions.

Chapter 2 — Risk isn't eliminated, it migrates: from bricks to delivery unit economics

That asymmetry —low fixed, high variable— is exactly what the MTIE Model weighs before you sign. Territorial
feasibility is bought cheaply with a pilot dark kitchen before signing the definitive lease. Signing a traditional 5-
year contract without quantified demand data is the fastest way to turn CapEx into sunk loss: if the territory
doesn't respond, you carry 60,000 USD a year in dead rent. The alternative we apply at Masterestaurant is
opening a probe ghost kitchen for 90 to 120 days in the candidate zone, with an investment of 30,000 to 50,000
USD, and measuring order density, real average ticket and repurchase rate. That pilot costs less than 8% of a
full location's CapEx and returns data no consultancy sells: what that postal code is truly worth. Pair the read
with the ecosystem's restaurant guides and restaurant data and benchmarks to calibrate your ranges.

Chapter 3 — Territorial feasibility: buy the data cheap before committing to the bricks

If the zone bills, you sign the bricks with evidence. If not, you close the pilot and lost a fraction, not a decade of
lease. The MTIE Model treats each opening as an investment with estimable variance, not as the Expansion
Director's hunch. It scores the territory with delivery density (30%), competition within a 4 km radius (20%), rent
per m? (20%), ticket-purchasing power (20%) and last-mile logistics (10%); simulates input-cost stress scenarios
—inflation of 5%, 12% and 20%— and decides between dark kitchen and traditional location based on the ex-
pected margin and its standard deviation. A territory promising 22% margin but with 14 points of deviation is a
worse bet than one with 17% margin and 4 points. The mistake | see again and again, and | say it as Diego F.
Parra after two decades in kitchen, register and boardroom, is signing for the expected margin and ignoring the
variance; that's how fast-growing franchises go under.

Chapter 4 — The MTIE Model: treating each
opening as an investment with estimable variance

The model sets a hard threshold: if the probability of negative margin under 20% inflation exceeds 30%, the tra-
ditional opening is vetoed and only the dark kitchen format is authorized. Review the restaurant comparisons to
contrast formats. Under input-cost inflation stress, the model with fewer fixed meters and lower Prime Cost sur-
vives longer on the same cash. Prime cost —food cost plus payroll— must stay below 60% of revenue; in a tra-
ditional dine-in location, server and host payroll already eats 28% to 34%, leaving little cushion. When the input
rises 20% —and the USDA has documented double-digit jumps in key categories— food cost jumps from 30%
to 36% and traditional prime cost crosses 65%: it operates at a loss. The dark kitchen, without floor staff, keeps
payroll at 18% to 22%; the same 20% blow leaves it at 58% to 61% Prime Cost, still breathing. I've seen groups
with six traditional locations bleed 40,000 USD monthly in one inflation quarter, while the lighter format held two
quarters longer.

Chapter 5 — Input-cost inflation stress: who survives on the same cash

Remember the hard Masterestaurant costing rule: 32% food cost is the MAXIMUM per dish, not the goal. Less
brick and less staff isn't only saving: it's extra months of survival. The underlying decision is low sunk cost ver-
sus demand control, and it defines the franchise's health over 5 years. The traditional location pays dearly to
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control its customer: 200,000 USD of build-out you don't recover if you close, but a flow of diners that doesn't
depend on a third party and a 65% contribution margin. The dark kitchen pays cheaply to depend on the aggre-
gator: 60,000 USD of setup you recover at 40-60% by reselling equipment, but a rented demand the algorithm
can reorder tomorrow. The rule | apply at Masterestaurant is sequential, not binary: use the dark kitchen to
discover the territory and validate demand at low risk; convert to a traditional location only when the zone has
already shown density and repurchase that justify the bricks.

Chapter 6 — Low sunk cost vs. demand control: the decision that defines the franchise

Lean on the ecosystem's restaurant definitions and best options for restaurants to sharpen the criterion.
Expanding with this logic in 2026 isn't choosing a format: it's staging the risk so capital never runs ahead of the
data. The most illustrative case is a group that wanted its fourth traditional unit in a zone 'that looked packed'.
The MTIE failed it: 41/100, with USD 4,200/month rent and only 9 delivery competitors within 4 km —versus the
18-22 of a healthy zone— and a ticket-power that couldn't sustain the traditional margin. Instead of the USD
248,000 location, they opened a USD 38,000 dark kitchen. By month 5: break-even, 47 orders/day, a real ticket
of USD 16.40 and 31% repurchase. With that data in hand they signed the bricks, zone already validated, and
their prime cost landed at 56%, within the Masterestaurant target.

Chapter 8 — Quantified mini-case: from 3 to 5 units without burning CapEx

At-risk CapEx saved: USD 210,000. The boardroom lesson is simple and | sign it as Diego F. Parra: the pilot
cost 15% of the traditional location and bought certainty no optimistic projection gives. Check the restaurant
case studies and restaurant prices and costs to replicate the math in your polygon. The MTIE Model has explicit
assumptions and limitations no honest consultant should hide. It assumes stable aggregator commissions (18-
30%), reliable density data per polygon and delivery regulation that doesn't change overnight; it does not predict
a price war between aggregators or a tax shift. It's a variance reducer, not a crystal ball: if the inputs are dirty,
the score misleads. That's why we cross it with official sources —restaurant.org, Statista, INEGI, DANE,
Eurostat— and with the operator's real cash, not internet averages. Here is where Masterestaurant's applied Al
for restaurants enters: models that reweight the MTIE variables with fresh order data, detect theoretical-vs-actu-
al food cost deviations in 24-48 hours and simulate thousands of inflation scenarios in minutes.

Chapter 9 — Limitations, assumptions and how applied Al lowers variance even further

Al doesn't replace Diego F. Parra's judgment; it accelerates it and makes it auditable. Extend with the ecosys-
tem's restaurant statistics, restaurant trends and restaurant checklists to run the model with rigor. The dark
kitchen converts CapEx into OpEx: fewer bricks, more variable aggregator commission. Risk migrates from
lease to delivery unit-economics variance, which can move 3-5 points on a single aggregator fee change. The
traditional location has high sunk cost (USD 90,000-260,000 non-recoverable) but controls its demand; the dark
kitchen has low sunk cost but rents its demand and only recovers 40-60% of equipment on closing. Territorial
pre-feasibility can be bought cheaply with a test dark kitchen (USD 30,000-50,000, <8% of traditional CapEx)
before signing the final lease. Under input-inflation stress, the model with fewer fixed m? and lower Prime Cost
survives longer on the same cash: in practice, 2-3 extra quarters of survival.

Chapter 10 — The differences that decide the risk

MTIE sets hard thresholds per format (=55 for dark kitchen, 270 for traditional): it removes the emotional deci-
sion and replaces it with a 0-100 territorial suitability score.
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POINT BY POINT

A/B analysis: dark kitchen vs traditional restaurant for expansion

CAPEX AND SUNK COST

A - DARK KITCHEN (GHOST KITCHEN) B - MASTERESTAURANT USD 120-350k
USD 25-70k per unit; low sunk cost (you per unit; high sunk cost (civil works non-
recover 40-60% of equipment) if the zone recoverable) and a 5-year lease
fails

Verdict: Dark kitchen to validate territory with bounded risk; traditional only with suitability =70.
The classic mistake is signing the bricks before having the data: I've seen groups carry USD
210,000 of CapEx into a zone the MTIE would have failed in 20 days.

DEMAND CONTROL

A - DARK KITCHEN (GHOST KITCHEN) You B - MASTERESTAURANT Own traffic and
depend on the aggregator and its traffic; brand, higher pricing power, 65-70%
18-30% commission and an algorithm that contribution margin

can reorder you tomorrow

Verdict: Traditional wins on control; dark kitchen wins on flexibility. Rented demand isn't bad per
se: it's a different risk. If your brand doesn't yet pull a crowd, renting cheap demand to discover
the zone beats buying expensive traffic with civil works.
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RESILIENCE TO INPUT INFLATION

A - DARK KITCHEN (GHOST KITCHEN) B - MASTERESTAURANT Heavy fixed rent
Lower Prime Cost (52-58%) and fewer absorbs the shock; at 20% it crosses 65%
fixed m?; at 20% inflation it lands at 58- Prime Cost and operates at a loss
61%

Verdict: Under high stress (212%) the dark kitchen lasts longer on the same cash. The gap isn't
cosmetic: it's 2-3 extra quarters of oxygen. A group with six traditional locations bled USD
40,000/month in one inflation quarter; the lighter format held on.

NETWORK SPEED AND VARIANCE

A - DARK KITCHEN (GHOST KITCHEN) B - MASTERESTAURANT Second unit in
Second unit in 60-90 days; you can 180-270 days; each opening is a heavy
densify 3-4 points in a 6 km radius capital bet

Verdict: Dark kitchen densifies coverage faster and cheaper, but demands variance governance:
growing fast without measuring margin deviation is how franchises go under. MTIE vetoes the
traditional opening if the probability of negative margin under 20% inflation exceeds 30%.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

When the dark kitchen wins LOwW SUNK coOST

X Territorial pre-feasibility of a new zone without a five-year lease commitment.
X Delivery-only virtual brands with mid-low ticket and high frequency.

X Densifying coverage in 4-6 km radii where demand is already validated.

X High input-inflation scenarios: fewer fixed m? to absorb.

X MTIE suitability 55-69: validate before committing heavy CapEx.
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When the traditional location wins MASTERESTAURANT

v" The brand already owns dine-in demand and a high ticket (>USD 22).
v" On-site experience as part of the product (occasion, brand, service).

v" Premium zones where rent amortizes against high contribution margin.
v Categories with low food cost and strong table turnover.

v" MTIE suitability 270: margin variance is low and the bricks pay off.
SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
Side-by-side comparison

DARK KITCHEN (GHOST TRADITIONAL RESTAURANT

Opening CapEx (per unit)

KITCHEN)

X

USD 25,000-70,000

v USD 120,000-350,000

Typical break-even X  4-7 months v 14-18 months

Sunk cost if you close at 12 X USD 15,000-40,000 v" USD 90,000-260,000
months

Target Prime Cost (food+labor) X 52-58% v  58-64%

Channel commission X 18-30% of ticket v 0-15% (mixed dine-in/delivery)
(aggregator)

Demand control X Low (aggregator-dependent) v" High (own traffic and brand)
Time to second unit (network X 60-90 days v 180-270 days

speed)

Equipment recovery on X 40-60% resale v 10-20% (civil works non-
closing recoverable)

MTIE suitability threshold to X 255/100 v 270/100

authorize

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER
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Figures that frame the 2026 expansion decision

60 %

Lower average CapEx of a dark kitchen vs traditional location

24 %

Median delivery aggregator commission on the ticket

MONTHS

Typical break-even of a well-located ghost kitchen

32 %

Maximum tolerated food cost per dish in the MR model

REAL CASE

“A group with 3 locations wanted its fourth traditional unit in a zone 'that looked packed'. We ran the MTIE:
suitability 41/100 due to low delivery density (USD 4,200/month rent and only 9 delivery competitors within
4 km, versus the 18-22 of a healthy zone). They opened a USD 38,000 dark kitchen instead. By month 5
they had break-even with 47 orders/day, a real ticket of USD 16.40 and 31% repurchase, only then did they
sign the traditional location, with the zone already validated. They saved USD 210,000 of at-risk CapEx and
their Prime Cost landed at 56%, within the MR target. Math, not optimism, saved the expansion.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant — scaling a group from 3 to 5 units

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to apply the MTIE Model in 90 days

@ Map and score the territory (day 1-20)
Collect delivery density, competition within a 4 km radius, rent per m? and purchasing power.
MTIE weights each variable (density 30%, competition 20%, rent 20%, ticket-power 20%,
logistics 10%) and returns a 0-100 suitability score. Below 55: test dark kitchen, never a long
lease. Use official sources (INEGI, DANE, Eurostat) for the polygon's purchasing power.

@ Simulate stress scenarios (day 21-45)
Model expected margin under input inflation of 5%, 12% and 20% with the cash-flow projector. If
the traditional model loses positive margin at 12%, the dark kitchen enters as risk cover with
lower Prime Cost and fewer fixed m?. Also compute the margin's standard deviation: a zone with

22% expected but +14 pts is a worse bet than one with 17% and £4 pts.
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@ Choose the vehicle and open the minimum viable (day 46-70)
With suitability 270 and a high ticket (>USD 22), traditional location. With suitability 55-69 or a
new zone, dark kitchen to validate real delivery demand before committing heavy CapEx.
Structure each unit's model with the Restaurant Canvas to expose where the risk lives: demand,
channel or cost structure.

@ Measure, decide and scale (day 71-90)
Track Prime Cost, theoretical vs actual cost and weekly break-even. You only scale the
validated zone with proven density and repurchase; the rest returns to the MTIE queue.
Decision by data, not by the Expansion Director's optimism. The exponential growth model sets
the opening order by suitability and expected return.

FAQ

FAQ on risk and franchise expansion

Is a dark kitchen always cheaper than a traditional location?

In CapEx, yes: 55-70% less. But it pays an aggregator commission of 18-30% of the ticket, so operating margin
can be lower. The real edge is the low sunk cost to validate a zone before committing to a long lease.

What is territorial pre-feasibility and why does it matter?

It is measuring a zone's suitability (delivery density, competition, rent, purchasing power) before investing.
Signing a five-year lease without it bets CapEx on intuition. MTIE scores it 0 to 100 so you decide by data, not
a hunch.

How does input inflation affect the decision?

Under 12-20% inflation stress, the model with lower Prime Cost and fewer fixed m? survives longer on the same
cash. That is why we simulate three scenarios: the dark kitchen usually resists high inflation better than a rent-
heavy traditional location.

When is the traditional restaurant worth the high CapEx?

When the brand owns dine-in demand, a high ticket (>USD 22) and on-site experience is part of the product.
With territorial suitability =70 and strong contribution margin, the lease amortizes and demand control earns
its cost.
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What are the limitations of the MTIE Model?

MTIE is only as good as its data: if the polygon's delivery density is mismeasured, the score misleads. It
assumes stable aggregator commissions and doesn't predict regulatory shifts or a price war. It's a variance
reducer, not a crystal ball.

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 de ghost .
~$83.5 B en 2026 (CAGR ~10-15%) Statista
kitchens
Operacion fuera del local ~75% del trafico Circana
. . . . . National Restaurant
Trafico de foodservice delivery como driver de crecimiento

Association

delivery y dark kitchens entre los verticales mas ,
Foodtech LatAm .. Bloomberg Linea
fondeados de la region

Comisiones de delivery 15-30% nominal - 30-45% efectivo Nation's Restaurant News

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector - masterestaurant.com
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