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Virtual restaurant business model: why the
unit economics are settled before the first sale
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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

A virtual restaurant business model only works when the contribution margin per order
covers the marketplace commission plus packaging, which forces a menu built under 32%
food cost and an average ticket high enough to absorb 18% to 30% in platform fees. What
breaks most of these projects is not the kitchen: it is treating the platform as a sales
channel when it behaves as a COST channel with a variable rate. The National Restaurant
Association puts healthy industry food cost between 28% and 35%; a delivery-only brand
sitting there with an 8 USD ticket and a 25% commission is already losing money per order
before kitchen rent. The correct method reverses the sequence: break-even per channel
first, menu second, platform contract last.
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A 42-square-metre kitchen on a second floor with no street window, three virtual brands sharing one line, and
monthly revenue that looked handsome on paper: 47,000 USD. Real EBITDA was negative. Not because of
volume, but because nobody had subtracted the marketplace commission from contribution margin before
pricing the menu. That pattern repeats across the under-500-thousand-USD band, where the virtual restaurant
business model gets confused with simply not having a dining room.

Delivery stopped being an experiment a while ago. Delivery Hero posted group GMV of 48.8 billion euros in
2024, up 8% (Delivery Hero, Q4 and FY 2024 Results), and iFood processed 100 million orders in August 2024
alone (iFood via Statista, 2024). Demand exists and it is vast. What rarely exists, in the business plans that
reach my desk, is a single sheet where channel acquisition cost sits beside contribution margin per dish.

This paper treats the virtual restaurant business model as what it is: a unit-economics structure with three
coupled variables —food cost, marketplace commission and last-mile cost— plus a local digital engine that
decides whether you appear in the consumer's shortlist at all. It runs by revenue band, stress-tests input inflation
at 5%, 12% and 20%, and closes with a 90-day roadmap and KPIs a board can audit.

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

DEFAULT MODEL (COMMON

ERROR)

CORRECT METHOD

(MASTERESTAURANT FRAMEWORK)

Decision sequence ✕ Kitchen opens, menu goes
live, margin gets checked later: 0
break-even simulations run
beforehand

✓ Break-even per channel calculated
before signing: minimum 3 scenarios (base,
12% and 20% input inflation)

Food cost target ✕ The physical restaurant's
35% is copied without deducting
commission, pushing net margin
per order below 0

✓ Hard 32% ceiling for delivery dishes,
with a 26% to 30% operating band on high-
rotation brands

How commission is booked ✕ Logged as marketing
expense at month close: 18% to
30% of gross sales invisible
inside the menu price

✓ Deducted inside menu engineering: list
price is built with the commission already
embedded

Channel dependence ✕ 90% to 100% of sales on a
single platform, with no owned
channel and no customer
database

✓ Target of 30% owned-channel sales at
12 months, with Google Business Profile and
direct ordering live by day 30

Packaging cost ✕ Not counted as a dish input:
0.40 to 1.10 USD per order that
never enters the recipe cost

✓ Packaging inside theoretical dish cost,
with quarterly review of actual-versus-
theoretical variance

Side-by-side comparison
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DEFAULT MODEL (COMMON

ERROR)

CORRECT METHOD

(MASTERESTAURANT FRAMEWORK)

Local visibility ✕ Google listing with no
verifiable address and no
reviews: the ghost kitchen
vanishes from the map

✓ Verified service-area listing, 40+ reviews
in the first quarter and geo-targeted spend by
delivery polygon

Brands per kitchen ✕ 5 to 8 virtual brands on one
line: SKU count explodes and
dispatch time passes 30 minutes

✓ 2 to 3 brands with inventory overlap
above 70%, keeping theoretical cost
controllable

A virtual brand living on a marketplace pays between 18% and 30% commission per order, against the 3% to 4%
a physical dining room pays for card processing, and that gap belongs in the plate cost sheet, not in the market‐
ing line. Book the fee as advertising and the gross margin on your P&L looks healthy while cash drains month
after month, and that mismatch between paper and bank explains most of the closures I see in hidden kitchens.
The arithmetic is unforgiving: at 32% food cost, the MAXIMUM ceiling under the Masterestaurant framework,
with a 25% commission, the operator keeps 43 points for packaging, last mile, kitchen labor and rent. The
National Restaurant Association puts optimal food cost between 28% and 35%, but that range was built for a
business collecting 100% of the ticket. Diego F. Parra pushes the fee down into plate-by-plate costing, so the list
price is born with it already inside.

A 42-square-meter hidden kitchen can be replaced in six weeks with a lease and a combi oven; a base of 4,000
customers with order history, address and frequency never can. Delivery Hero closed 2024 with EUR 48.8 billion
in group GMV, up 8% (Delivery Hero, Q4 and FY 2024 Results), and iFood reports more than 380,000 partner
establishments across more than 1,500 Brazilian cities (iFood, 2024). Read those two numbers together and the
flaw in the model shows up: demand is enormous and it is RENTED. You do not own customers, you hold tem‐
porary access to somebody else's customers, and that access gets repriced each quarter to suit the platform. An
operator who builds no owned channel — an ordering site, a WhatsApp base, a repeat-purchase program — is
paying 25 margin points for an asset that never reaches the balance sheet. The band matters more than the
store count, because marketplace commission is negotiated with volume and fixed structure dilutes at very dif‐
ferent speeds.

Below 500 thousand USD a year the operator pays list rate, 25% to 30%, with zero leverage, and break-even
demands a high average ticket: at 28% commission and 30% food cost, a 12 USD order leaves under 5 USD of
contribution. Between 500 thousand and 1 million the first negotiation appears and the rate drifts toward 20%.
Above 1 million an owned kitchen with direct couriers starts to pay for part of the volume. Over 5 million the
dominant cost stops being commission and becomes corporate structure. And above 10 million the business
buys technology: White Castle passed 100 voice-AI drive-thrus by late 2024, at a 90% order completion rate and
roughly 60 seconds per order (Restaurant Dive, 2024). Above 5 million in annual revenue, the media-chef virtual

Chapter 1 — Marketplace commission is cost of goods sold, not advertising

Chapter 2 — The asset is not the kitchen, it is captured local demand

Chapter 3 — Unit economics by revenue band: one model, five different businesses
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restaurant or licensed brand plays with costs the small band never meets: brand royalty between 4% and 8% of
gross sales, centralized quality control, recipe audits in every host kitchen, and a content budget that does not
drop below six figures a year.

Leverage is real, since the brand cuts the acquisition cost platforms charge a stranger, and so is fragility: one
scandal involving the face on the label contaminates all twenty kitchens at once. Here technology finally earns
its keep. Wendy's announced FreshAI across 500 to 600 US locations by the end of 2025 (CNBC, 2024), and
Starship completed 5.8 million autonomous deliveries in 2024 (Forbes, 2025). Those figures only close with vol‐
ume; at 400 thousand USD a year neither one pays for its own installation. Take a virtual brand with an 18 USD
average ticket, 30% food cost and 25% commission, then raise inputs 5%: food cost moves to 31.5%, contribu‐
tion per order slips from 8.10 to 7.83 USD, and nobody notices. At 12% the food cost hits 33.6%, already past
the 32% ceiling, and contribution falls to 7.45 USD. At 20%, food cost of 36%, contribution of 7.02 USD, which is
13% below the base case; a business running at 6% EBITDA has just crossed into losses.

The trouble does not stop there, because the instinctive fix — a 10% price bump on the platform — collides with
demand that compares: Deliveroo logged a record 3.5 orders per consumer per month across the UK and
Ireland (Deliveroo plc, 2024), and that frequency belongs to the channel, not to your brand. The way out is menu
engineering, not a price list. Before building a fleet, measure against the real market cost: Uber Eats couriers av‐
eraged 14.96 USD per hour in 2024, down 5%, and DoorDash couriers 12.23 USD per hour, down 3% (Grid‐
wise, 2024). That number is the floor any in-house operation competes against, and once you add benefits, the
bike, fuel, insurance and idle time, a payrolled courier rarely lands below it. Which is why owned delivery almost
never wins on cost: it wins on DATA and on control of the experience, a different argument that deserves to be
said out loud in the board meeting.

The crossover shows up when order density per square kilometer supports three drops per run. Below that, pay‐
ing commission beats paying idle time, however painful the line looks on the P&L. A virtual restaurant dashboard
holds up on four numbers, and gross revenue is none of them. First, contribution per order NET of commission
and packaging, in dollars rather than percent, because the percentage hides the ticket. Second, food cost per
brand, never consolidated: three brands sharing one oven can average 30% while one runs at 38%. Third, share
of sales through owned channels, which should travel from 0% to 20% in the first year. Fourth, acquisition cost
per channel against first-order contribution. Cash flow, not profit, is the leading cause of financial stress and
closure among small businesses (Inc.), and these four indicators flag it weeks ahead. Start this week with the
second one: split food cost by virtual brand and find out which of the three is subsidizing the other two.

COMMISSION IS NOT MARKETING, IT IS COST OF GOODS SOLD. A physical restaurant pays 3% to 4% in
payment processing; a virtual brand living on a marketplace pays 18% to 30% for the same order. Filing it under
advertising makes gross margin look healthy on the P&L while cash drains. The Masterestaurant framework
pushes that fee down into recipe costing, dish by dish, so the list price is born with it inside. THE ASSET IS NOT
THE KITCHEN, IT IS CAPTURED LOCAL DEMAND. A 40-square-metre ghost kitchen can be replaced in six

Chapter 4 — The high end: celebrity brands and large formats above 5 million

Chapter 5 — What happens if inputs rise 20% and you leave the menu alone

Chapter 6 — Your own last mile competes against a courier earning under 15 dollars an hour

Chapter 7 — The four differences that decide EBITDA
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weeks; a base of 4,000 customers with ordering history cannot. Delivery Hero closed 2024 with 48.8 billion
euros in group GMV (Delivery Hero, FY 2024), and that demand is rented, never owned. An operator who
has not shifted at least a third of revenue to direct channels by month twelve has been building equity for
the marketplace.

LAST-MILE COST IS STRUCTURAL AND UNDER PRESSURE. Gridwise measured Uber Eats courier earnings
falling 5% in 2024 to 14.96 USD per hour, with DoorDash down 3% to 12.23 USD (Gridwise, 2024). When couri‐
er income compresses, the system pushes cost upward through fees and downward through wait times. A mod‐
el that only clears today's rate has an expiry date printed on it. LOCAL VISIBILITY GETS BOUGHT TWICE OR
NOT AT ALL. A ghost kitchen has no window and no foot traffic, so its only storefront is an algorithm: market‐
place ranking on one side, the local map on the other. Fight only the first and you stay tied to the platform's auc‐
tion. Build a verified listing, reviews and polygon-level spend as well, and you earn a second channel whose
marginal cost falls over time instead of climbing with competition.

Chapter 8 — The four differences that decide EBITDA — in practice

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T

Criterion by criterion: default model against the Masterestaurant framework

BREAK-EVEN

A ·  D E FA U LT  M O D E L ( C O M M O N  E R R O R )

Estimated once, using the platform's
published rate and ignoring co-funded
promotions

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Recalculated per

channel each month with settled effective
commission, across three input-inflation
scenarios

Verdict: The correct method wins: break-even built on published rates understates real cost by 3
to 7 points of gross sales.
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MENU STRUCTURE

A ·  D E FA U LT  M O D E L ( C O M M O N  E R R O R )

The dining room menu gets replicated with
40 to 60 references, many low-rotation and
high theoretical cost

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T An 18 to 26

reference menu with inventory overlap
above 70% and weighted average food
cost under 30%

Verdict: Short menus win: fewer references raise rotation, cut waste and shorten dispatch time,
the most ranking-sensitive factor.

CHANNEL MIX AT 12 MONTHS

A ·  D E FA U LT  M O D E L ( C O M M O N  E R R O R )

Between 90% and 100% of sales through
marketplaces, with no customer base and
no direct contact capability

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T A 30% owned-

channel target with verified local listing,
direct ordering and customer data
recovery

Verdict: Diversified mix wins: every point migrating to the owned channel frees 18 to 30 cents per
dollar billed.

PACKAGING AND LAST MILE

A ·  D E FA U LT  M O D E L ( C O M M O N  E R R O R )

Packaging booked as monthly operating
expense, untraceable per reference and
never re-tendered

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Packaging inside

each dish's theoretical cost, with semi-
annual supplier tendering and variance
measurement

Verdict: Costed packaging wins: an invisible 0.40 to 1.10 USD per order equals several EBITDA
points at high volume.
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LOCAL VISIBILITY

A ·  D E FA U LT  M O D E L ( C O M M O N  E R R O R )

Presence limited to platform ranking, with
paid spend staying inside the same
ecosystem

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Verified listing

with active reviews, polygon-level geo-
targeting and owned content answering
local search

Verdict: The local digital engine wins: the marginal cost of an accumulated review trends to zero,
a ranking bid climbs with competition.

DATA GOVERNANCE

A ·  D E FA U LT  M O D E L ( C O M M O N  E R R O R )

Gross sales reports downloaded from the
platform, with no theoretical cost and no
variance by reference

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

covering prime cost, variance, ticket per
channel and contribution margin per
brand, reviewed the same day monthly

Verdict: The owned dashboard wins: without theoretical cost there is no variance, and without
variance the operator cannot locate the leak.

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

What the default model carries S T R U C T U R A L V U L N E R A B I L I T Y

Menu prices inherited from the dining room, never absorbing marketplace commission✕

Packaging and bags outside recipe costing: 0.40 to 1.10 USD per order eating contribution margin✕

One platform concentrates revenue, so a third party sets the rate✕

No owned customer database: brand CapEx capitalises onto somebody else's asset✕

An unverified Google listing keeps the kitchen out of 'restaurant near me' results✕

Without theoretical dish cost there is no way to measure food cost variance or locate the leak✕
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What the correct method installs M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Recipe costing that includes packaging, waste and commission inside theoretical cost✓

List price built from target contribution margin rather than from a competitor's price✓

Two or three virtual brands with inventory overlap above 70% to protect rotation✓

Owned ordering channel targeting 30% of sales at twelve months, capturing customer data✓

Google Business Profile verified as a delivery business, with product photography and review replies
under 24 hours

✓

Monthly dashboard covering prime cost, average ticket per channel and actual-versus-theoretical
variance

✓

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

DEFAULT MODEL (COMMON

ERROR)

CORRECT METHOD

(MASTERESTAURANT FRAMEWORK)

Decision sequence ✕ Kitchen opens, menu goes
live, margin gets checked later: 0
break-even simulations run
beforehand

✓ Break-even per channel calculated
before signing: minimum 3 scenarios (base,
12% and 20% input inflation)

Food cost target ✕ The physical restaurant's
35% is copied without deducting
commission, pushing net margin
per order below 0

✓ Hard 32% ceiling for delivery dishes,
with a 26% to 30% operating band on high-
rotation brands

How commission is booked ✕ Logged as marketing
expense at month close: 18% to
30% of gross sales invisible
inside the menu price

✓ Deducted inside menu engineering: list
price is built with the commission already
embedded

Channel dependence ✕ 90% to 100% of sales on a
single platform, with no owned
channel and no customer
database

✓ Target of 30% owned-channel sales at
12 months, with Google Business Profile and
direct ordering live by day 30

Side-by-side comparison
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DEFAULT MODEL (COMMON

ERROR)

CORRECT METHOD

(MASTERESTAURANT FRAMEWORK)

Packaging cost ✕ Not counted as a dish input:
0.40 to 1.10 USD per order that
never enters the recipe cost

✓ Packaging inside theoretical dish cost,
with quarterly review of actual-versus-
theoretical variance

Local visibility ✕ Google listing with no
verifiable address and no
reviews: the ghost kitchen
vanishes from the map

✓ Verified service-area listing, 40+ reviews
in the first quarter and geo-targeted spend by
delivery polygon

Brands per kitchen ✕ 5 to 8 virtual brands on one
line: SKU count explodes and
dispatch time passes 30 minutes

✓ 2 to 3 brands with inventory overlap
above 70%, keeping theoretical cost
controllable

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

The numbers framing the decision

48.8 B€
Delivery Hero group GMV in
2024, growing 8% year over year

100M
iFood orders in a single month (August 2024),

across more than 380,000 partner establishments

32%
Food cost ceiling per dish in the
Masterestaurant method; healthy industry
range sits between 28% and 35%

14.96
Average hourly earnings for Uber Eats couriers
in 2024, a 5% decline against the prior year

U S D /H

3.5
Record order frequency per consumer
across the UK and Ireland during 2024

O R D . /MO

www.masterestaurant.com · White Paper - Virtual restaurant business model: why the unit economics are settled before the first sale Page 9 of 13



8 B€
Just Eat Takeaway gross transaction value in

Northern Europe in 2024, up 4% in constant currency

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

Delivery Hero group GMV in 2024, growing 8% year over year

48.8B€

iFood orders in a single month (August 2024), across more than 380,000 partner establishments

100M

Food cost ceiling per dish in the Masterestaurant method; healthy industry range sits between 28% and 3…

32%

Average hourly earnings for Uber Eats couriers in 2024, a 5% decline against the prior year

14.96
USD/H

Record order frequency per consumer across the UK and Ireland during 2024

3.5
ORD./MO

Just Eat Takeaway gross transaction value in Northern Europe in 2024, up 4% in constant currency

8B€

Sources: Delivery Hero — Q4 and FY 2024 Results · iFood (Statista) 2024 · National Restaurant Association ·
Gridwise 2024 · Deliveroo plc 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“We ran three virtual brands out of a 42-square-metre kitchen, billing 47,000 USD a month with EBITDA
four points negative. We rewrote recipe costing to include packaging and commission inside theoretical
cost, lifted average ticket from 9.20 to 12.40 USD by pairing two references, closed the brand contributing
only 6% of sales, and opened direct ordering with a verified Google listing. Seven months later the owned
channel carried 28% of revenue, food cost fell from 36% to 29.5%, and EBITDA landed at 11 points positive
with the same kitchen and the same crew.”

— Operator of three virtual brands, 500 thousand to 1 million USD annual band, LatAm capital
city — Masterestaurant advisory case
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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

A 90-day roadmap to rebuild the model

1 Days 1 to 15: real recipe costing with commission and packaging inside
Build theoretical cost for every reference including inputs, measured waste, packaging and the
effective commission of your dominant channel. Do not use the published rate: use what comes
from dividing what the platform actually settled by what you billed last month, because that is
where co-funded promotions surface. By day 15 you should hold a table showing contribution
margin per dish and per channel, plus the list of references selling at a loss. Anything above
32% food cost in delivery gets redesigned or retired; you do not raise the price blind.

2 Days 16 to 40: menu engineering and brand pruning
Cross rotation against contribution margin and sort every reference into the four classic menu-
engineering quadrants. Retire low-rotation, low-margin items without ceremony, and redesign
high-rotation, low-margin ones by trimming expensive input weight or swapping the side. If more
than three virtual brands share one line, measure inventory overlap: below 70% you are paying
for complexity without volume. This window also fixes the target average ticket per channel, the
lever that absorbs commission without touching unit price.

3 Days 41 to 65: local digital engine and owned channel
Verify the Google Business Profile as a service-area business, upload real product photography
rather than renders, and set a 24-hour maximum window for review replies. In parallel, open
direct ordering with your own digital menu while keeping the printed menu for pickup or table
service where it exists: the QR is a complement for analytics and price updates, the physical
menu remains control of the guest experience and suggestive selling. Geo-targeted spend stays
inside the polygon where dispatch time holds under 35 minutes.

4 Days 66 to 90: control dashboard and board presentation
Assemble a monthly dashboard with six lines: prime cost, food cost variance between
theoretical and actual, average ticket per channel, effective commission, owned-channel share
and contribution margin per brand. Run the stress simulation at 5%, 12% and 20% input
inflation and document the price at which break-even breaks in each scenario. That sheet is
what goes to the board, not gross revenue growth, which in this model can climb while cash
falls. Review the dashboard the same day every month, no exceptions.

FA Q
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Is a dark kitchen profitable in 2026, or is the model finished?

It is profitable when contribution margin per order beats commission plus packaging, which demands food cost
under 32% and a high average ticket. The model did not die; it professionalised. With rates of 18% to 30%, an
operator who does not design the menu from margin loses money on every additional order.

How much does it cost to open a virtual restaurant from scratch?

Real CapEx for a 40 to 60 square metre ghost kitchen usually lands between 25,000 and 70,000 USD
depending on city and equipment level, but the figure that decides viability is different: working capital for twelve
weeks of operation while marketplace ranking matures and the owned channel starts.

Dark kitchen vs physical restaurant: which absorbs an input-cost spike better?

The physical restaurant, because it dilutes inflation across a larger average ticket and high-margin categories
such as beverages. A ghost kitchen carries less fixed OpEx but pays variable commission on every sale, so a
12% input spike hits it sooner. Its defence is menu engineering, not volume.

How do you increase sales on Rappi without destroying margin?

Lift the average ticket before the volume: bundles pairing two high-margin references, sides under 20% food
cost, and a calibrated order minimum. Co-funded promotions raise ranking position but push effective
commission up; run them as an investment measured in weeks, never as a permanent state.

Questions that come from the board and the bank

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Escala de pedidos de iFood
100 millones de pedidos en un solo mes
(agosto de 2024)

iFood (Statista)
2024

Facturación de q-commerce de Glovo
Más de €1.000 millones anuales, con retail y
grocery creciendo ≈50% en 2024

EU-Startups 2025

Mercado de delivery de comida en línea
en Europa Central y Occidental

US$ 98.480 millones en 2024 Statista 2024

Segmento de meal delivery en Europa ≈US$ 49.000 millones de ingresos en 2024 Statista 2024

Sector data 2026 (official sources)
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Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Mercado de ghost kitchens en Asia-
Pacífico

US$ 21.730 millones (2024), proyectado a US$
60.590 millones en 2032 (CAGR 12,8%)

Coherent Market
Insights 2024

Mercado de delivery de comida en China US$ 40.000 millones en 2024
Coherent Market
Insights 2024

C O M M U N I T Y

Join our MASTERESTAURANT Community for FREE

Restaurant owners and teams from 43 countries sharing knowledge, tools and applied AI — straight to
your WhatsApp.

Join the community
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