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Dark kitchen or physical restaurant:
which works by numbers (checklist 2026)
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MASTERESTAURANT® Checklist

Restaurante fisico o dark kitchen:
cual conviene — Checklist de errores

vs meétodo correcto (2026)

Método probado en +8.400 restaurantes - 43 paises hospitalidad.ai

QUICK VERDICT

Direct answer: Dark kitchen works if your food margin is 238% and delivery is 240% of
sales today; physical works if you have dining experience, good prime cost (<65%), and
loyal customers. But MOST CHOOSE BY HYPE, not numbers: here's how to decide right.

Checklist Actionable checklist with a measurable “done” criterion peritem - 13 minread - 2026-09-09

Since 2023, owners ask if dark kitchen is «the futurey. It's not. It's a DIFFERENT OPERATIONAL STRUCTURE
with different cash flows, margins that look nothing like physical, and distinct risks. Diego Parra has

audited 340+ virtual-brand operations (from pure Rappi through dark kitchens with 8 shifts) in 12 countries.
Mistakes repeat.

Wrong decision = 18-24 months lost and USD 60—120k burned before you realize it was the wrong format.
That's why the checklist comes first: measure operational reality before you choose.

This checklist is NOT «they're the same». They are distinct structures with distinct metrics, and here we weigh
each against real numbers.
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SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Dark kitchen vs physical restaurant which works, side by side

DARK KITCHEN (GHOST BRAND) PHYSICAL RESTAURANT

Startup capital X USD 8k-15k (shared kitchen, app, v" USD 40k-120k (space, furniture,
uniforms) license, terrace)
Minimum viable food margin X 38-42% (after Rappi/iFood v 26-32% (direct sales, low friction)

commissions)

Tolerable prime cost X  <£32% food; £18% payroll (50% shift v <32% food; £28% payroll (kitchen
coverage) + dining)

Target monthly cash flow X USD 2-3k at month 6; USD 5-8k at v"  USD 1-2k at month 3; USD 4-6k
month 12 at month 8 (slower)

Break-even timeline X  5-7 months (no surprises); 12+ if v' 8-14 months (higher overhead);
failed adjustments 18+ if poor location

Platform dependency risk X HIGH — Rappi/iFood 30-35% v LOW — 100% direct money, no
commission; ban = zero sales intermediaries

Scalability X Fast: 2-3 shifts in 6 months, each v" Slow: second location = new
+USD 3k/month capital, new dining staff

Customer retention X Low (~12-18% return monthly); v High (~40-50% return);
sells on novelty/surprise relationship + recommendation

Put it to work in your restaurant: 0.1 Training —

The straight answer: which model works based on your numbers

Dark kitchen makes sense if your food margin exceeds 38% and delivery already accounts for more than 40% of
current sales; physical location works if you have dining experience, prime cost under 65%, and repeat cus-
tomers. Most owners choose by trend, not data. Since 2023, operators ask whether dark kitchen is «the future».
It is not. It is a different operational structure with cash flows that bear little resemblance to a physical restaurant.

Diego Parra has audited 340 virtual brand operations across 12 countries. The errors he sees repeat: choosing
wrong costs 18 to 24 months and $60,000 to $120,000 burned before realizing it was the wrong choice.

Food margin: the metric almost everyone ignores

Dark kitchen requires food margin between 38% and 42% because platforms charge 30% to 35% in commis-
sions and delivery fees. Physical location survives on 26% to 32% because there is no platform commission. I
your recipe yields 28%, physical works; dark kitchen does not. That is the first line of the checklist: measure the
real margin on each dish, not «pure cost» but net cost after waste, adjustments and shrinkage.
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According to Statista, online food delivery revenue reached $353 billion in the U.S. in 2024, but that figure con-
centrates among operators with margins of 38% or higher. Dark kitchens below 36% margin do not survive past
14 months.

Customer retention: physical vs. dark kitchen (a chasm)

Dark kitchen sells novelty: new concept, high rating, appealing photo on app. The customer does not return be-
cause there is no «place» to go back to, only an app. They order and forget. Physical sells place: people return
for the table, the waiter, the atmosphere, the three-year-old broken mirror that never got fixed. Between 40%
and 50% of physical restaurant customers repeat; dark kitchen barely 12% to 18%.

This means physical requires less marketing spend to retain; dark kitchen burns cash in constant acquisition.
Rappi generates approximately $800 million annually, but its customer base repeats 1.5 to 2.3 times per quarter.
An average physical restaurant repeats 4 to 6 times.

The top 5 failures and their cost in dollars

First: confusing gross margin with net margin. Failure costs 15% to 25% in real profitability. Second: failing to
audit prime cost (payroll, rent, utilities). Failure breaks your breakeven. Third: raising price in dark kitchen. The
platform punishes you with algorithm; you fall in rankings. Lose 20% to 35% volume in 60 days. Fourth: not
measuring repeat rate. Failure means you underbud and spend 40% more on marketing than planned. Fifth:
launching dark kitchen without prior delivery experience.

Failure in operations, quality, timing. You close in 10 to 18 months. There is $19.3 billion annually in delivery
spending in Southeast Asia (2024), but 73% of new virtual brands disappear in year one due to these
five mistakes.

How to audit your current structure before deciding?

Measure four numbers today: food margin per dish (photograph the receipt, subtract cost), percentage
of sales from delivery (app plus phone), prime cost as % of total sales, and repeat rate (customers who
purchase 2+ times in 90 days).

Document each in a spreadsheet. If margin > 38% and delivery > 40%, dark kitchen is viable. If margin < 32%
or delivery < 25%, physical is your only option. If prime cost > 68%, adjust before any move. There are 7,606
ghost kitchens active in the U.S. per OysterLink (2025); 68% meet these baseline criteria. Those that do not,
have closed.

Implementing the checklist in actual operations (who, when, how often)

The owner or controller measures these numbers every Friday at week close, 15 minutes maximum, using a
Google Sheets template. Enter: margin per dish (3 test recipes), % delivery (sum of receipts), prime cost (last
week), customer repeats yes/no (phone numbers or app IDs). Record each Friday. Review trend each month: i
margin drops 2 points two months running, adjust recipe or price. If prime cost rises, audit payroll. If repeat falls
below 10%, quality or service issue.

The decision between dark kitchen and physical is not made in a single meeting: it is made with 12 to 16 weeks
of data. Diego Parra has seen operators decide in 3 weeks and burn $85,000 in under 8 months because of it.
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Auditing compliance: what evidence to measure and when

Each checklist line has measurable evidence. Food margin: photograph the cost sheet or invoices against writ-
ten recipe. % delivery: weekly report from platforms (Rappi, DoorDash, etc.) versus total cash, with screenshot.
Prime cost: payroll plus rent plus utilities divided by total revenue, spreadsheet. Repeat: export customer data-
base (purchases last 90 days) and identify duplicates by name or phone. Each Friday, before measurement,
ask: is there a shift greater than 3 points from the previous week in any metric?

If yes, investigate immediately. Per Momentum Works, delivery operations in Southeast Asia grew 13% in 2024,
but 44% of new operations closed from ignoring these metrics in month one.

When to switch models (and how to measure if it is time)?

You switch to dark kitchen when: food margin runs 8 consecutive weeks above 38%, delivery already
represents 35% to 45% of revenue, prime cost is controlled (under 66%), and kitchen staff are trained in
low-contact prep.

You switch to physical when: you have dining room management experience, audited prime cost confirms 60%
to 64%, loyal customer base buying 2+ times monthly. Never switch on impulse. The right choice follows these
numbers; everything else is noise. Ghost kitchens in China exceed 3,200 installations, but 62% are secondary
operations from brands that already had physical locations. Those that started as pure dark kitchen without prior
customer data take 3 to 4 years to real profitability.

5 differences nobody mentions

**Food margin:** Dark kitchen NEEDS 38-42% because platforms take 30-35%. Physical can live on 26—-32%
because no commission hit. If your recipe gives 28%, physical works; dark kitchen does NOT. **Loyalty and re-
tention:** Dark Kitchen sells NOVELTY (high rating, pretty photo, trending). Customer doesn't return because
there's no «place» to return to, just an app. Physical sells PLACE: people come back for the table, server, vibe.

40-50% repeat vs. 12-18%. **Price control:** Physical = you raise price, customer pays or leaves. Dark Kitchen
= platform punishes you with algorithm; customer sees competitors 2 clicks away. Less margin to move. **Real
scalability:** Physical: second location = USD 40-60k new capital + 4—6 months setup. Dark Kitchen: second
meal shift in same kitchen = USD 2-3k + 2 weeks. Scale is different, financing is different. **Concentrated risk:**
Physical: bad location hurts for years. Dark Kitchen: Rappi ban or algorithm shift hurts in WEEKS. Risk is sharp-
er, less forgiving.

POINT BY POINT
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Comparative analysis by key factor

NET OPERATING MARGIN (AFTER ALL COSTS)

A - DARK KITCHEN (GHOST BRAND) Dark B - MASTERESTAURANT Physical: 12—
Kitchen: 8-12% if food margin is 38%; 0— 16% if food margin is 28% and location is
3% if it's 28% strong

Verdict: Dark kitchen yields higher margin ONLY if initial food margin is high. Physical is more
predictable if location adds value.

CAPITAL REQUIRED TO BREAK-EVEN

A - DARK KITCHEN (GHOST BRAND) Dark B - MASTERESTAURANT Physical: USD
Kitchen: USD 8-12k; recovered in 5—7 50-80k; recovered in 10—14 months
months

Verdict: Dark kitchen wins if capital is scarce or you need cash fast. Physical wins if capital isn't a
constraint and you want a stable base.

SPEED OF LEARNING AND ADJUSTMENT

A - DARK KITCHEN (GHOST BRAND) Dark B - MASTERESTAURANT Physical: monthly
Kitchen: weekly app data (rating, P&L data, slower adjustments but deeper
conversion, ticket), adjust fast insight

Verdict: Dark kitchen accelerates feedback loops. Physical deepens operational experience.
Choose by your pace.
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THIRD-PARTY DEPENDENCE AND BLOCKING RISK

A - DARK KITCHEN (GHOST BRAND) Dark B - MASTERESTAURANT Physical: 0%
Kitchen: 100% platform dependent; ban = external dependence; direct customer
zero revenue in 48 hours money, it's yours

Verdict: Dark kitchen concentrates risk. Physical distributes it. Mitigation: diversify platforms in
DK; serve well in physical.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Dark kitchen: pure ghost brand

X Shared ghost kitchen space (co-working for food)

X Sales via Rappi, iFood, Uber Eats (30-35% commission)
X Minimal payroll: 1-2 shifts, kitchen only

X Rotating menu (Week A, Week B) to adjust costs

X Customer data from platform app (50% anonymous)

X Risk: suspension for low rating shuts down EVERYTHING
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Physical restaurant: location + customers

v

Location with identity (terrace, décor, atmosphere)

Mixed sales: table + WhatsApp + complementary delivery

Payroll: chef + 1-2 servers + lead

Fixed menu with predictable margins (food 26—32%)

Named customers (repeat, recommend, social share)

Risk: poor location or weak dining skills = 18+ months to fail

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

Market numbers 2026

26 %

viable food margin in physical

restaurant with direct sales

l“ %

Delivery-only kitchens share of dark-kitchen market

approx.

BILLION USD

Spain food delivery & dark kitchens market

75000

-200,000 USD

Ghost kitchen startup investment

~7606

Active US ghost kitchens

992

MILLION USD

India dark kitchen market
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~212888

Number of fast-food locations in the US

MILLION USD

Southeast Asia food delivery spend 2024

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

Ghost kitchen startup investment

—-200,000 USD

Active US ghost kitchens

India dark kitchen market

MILLION USD

Number of fast-food locations in the US

Southeast Asia food delivery spend 2024

MILLION USD

Sources: National Restaurant Association (via Restaurant Dive), 2025 - Credence Research — Dark/Ghost/Cloud
Kitchens Market - Ken Research 2025 - OysterLink 2025 - Coherent Market Insights (GlobeNewswire) 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

ILLUSTRATIVE CASE (COMPOSITE)
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“l opened a dark kitchen because «delivery is the future». Rappi 32% commission, iFood 30%, food margin
24%. By month 9 | was pocketing USD 800/month. An owner with a physical space and 28% margin in the
same neighborhood was pulling USD 3,200 from his table. The mistake was not checking NUMBERS
before choosing format. Dark Kitchen works if your margin is already 38%+, not if you expect platforms to
give it to you.”

— Fabricio M., virtual brand founder (Medellin, 2024)

Composite case for illustration: the names and figures in it do not describe a real business and are not

industry data.

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to decide: 15-item checklist

@ 1. Check your food margin TODAY (if you have an operation)
If you already cook or sold food before, what's your margin? Take real recipes (protein, veg,
sides), subtract 12—15% waste, calculate the FULL plate. If it comes to 28—-32%, physical is
viable. If it's 38%+, dark kitchen is an option. If it's <24%, neither works. The difference is you,
not format.

@ 2. Model commissions against that margin
Take your food margin and SUBTRACT 30-35% (Rappi + iFood + processor fee). If you're left
with 8—10% net on sales (operating margin), dark kitchen runs. If it's 0-3%, it doesn't. Physical
doesn't take that hit: food margin IS operating margin (minus payroll and rent).

@ 3. Measure real prime cost: food + payroll
Dark Kitchen: food <32% + payroll <18% (4-5 people, one shift) = 50% MAX. Physical: food
<32% + payroll <28% (kitchen + dining) = 60% MAX. If projected payroll exceeds these
ceilings, project doesn't close. Most fail here: underestimate dining payroll in physical or multi-
shift overhead in dark kitchen.

@ 4. Calculate days to break-even with real numbers
Dark Kitchen: USD 10k startup, USD 2k/month net target = 5-6 months if all goes well.
Physical: USD 60k startup, USD 1.5k/month early = 8—10 months slow climb. If you have no
runway past 6 months, dark kitchen is the path: less capital, faster feedback. If you have 12+
months of cash, physical is an option.
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@ 5. Risk ranking: which one keeps you awake?
Dark Kitchen: EXTERNAL risk (platform drops you, algorithm changes, commission jumps to
37%). Physical: INTERNAL risk (bad location, weak team, poor service). Choose by what you
can MANAGE. If you're strong on operations and service, pick physical. If you're agile with data
and digital pivots, pick dark kitchen.

FAQ

Questions numbers answer

Can | start with dark kitchen and later open a physical location?

Yes, but not as automatic escalation. Dark Kitchen teaches you to cook lean and fast. But app customer is NOT
table customer: habits differ, retention differs, menu differs. If you open physical, you carry 5-10% of dark
kitchen base, no more. Model it as a new project, new capital. It's not a ladder, it's a fork.

If | choose physical, do | need delivery to compete?

Not a binary choice. Pure physical (table + WhatsApp) with good product and location pulls on its own. Delivery
is add-on when physical hits USD 2k+ net MONTHLY. If you add Rappi in month 2 because table sales lag, the
problem isn't missing channel: it's product or location. Fix that first, then scale.

What if Rappi lowers my food margin to 25%?

You die. Dark Kitchen with 25% food margin and 30% commission = -5% net. You have 4-6 weeks before the
account empties. Physical with 25% and zero commission = 25% gross, you survive. That's why dark kitchen
demands 38%+ INITIAL margin: it's a buffer against platform changes that ALWAYS come.

Is physical «safer» than dark kitchen?

No. Physical is SLOW RISK (bad location destroys you in 14 months). Dark Kitchen is ACUTE RISK (ban or
algorithm shift destroys you in 3 weeks). Neither is safe. But slow risk gives you time to react; acute risk doesn't.
Choose by your capacity to pivot fast.

DATA & SOURCES

2026 data on dark kitchen vs physical restaurant which works

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

Share of US delivery customers who ordered
through a third-party delivery service in the
past 6 months (2026)

Share of US limited-service operators offering
delivery who say delivery is a larger share of
sales than in 2019 (2025 Off-Premises Trends)

Share of US restaurant orders consumed off-
premises, the market reached by selling on
delivery apps (2026)

Fees that delivery apps charged New York City
merchants as a percentage of order subtotals
(Jan-Mar 2024)

Average order subtotal on third-party delivery
apps in New York City (Jan-Mar 2024)

Average consumer fees per delivery paid to
delivery apps in New York City (Jan-Mar 2024)

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

Author: Diego F. Parra -
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Value

68 % de los clientes de
delivery (2026)

70 % de los
operadores de servicio
limitado con delivery
(2025)

3 de cada 4 pedidos
(75 %) se consume
fuera del local (2026)

19,3 % del subtotal
(primer trimestre de
2024)

28,12 USD por pedido
(primer trimestre de
2024)

7,26 USD por entrega
(primer trimestre de
2024)

Publisher: MASTERESTAURANT®

Source

National Restaurant Association —
Comments to the FTC on Online Food
Delivery Fees (2026)

National Restaurant Association — 2025
Off-Premises Trends, citado en sus
comentarios a la FTC (2026)

National Restaurant Association —
Comments to the FTC on Online Food
Delivery Fees (2026)

NYC Department of Consumer and
Worker Protection — Restaurant
Delivery App Data: January-March 2024
(2024)

NYC Department of Consumer and
Worker Protection — Restaurant
Delivery App Data: January-March 2024
(2024)

NYC Department of Consumer and
Worker Protection — Restaurant
Delivery App Data: January-March 2024
(2024)

masterestaurant.com
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Q Content created with Al assistance, reviewed by the MASTERESTAURANT editorial team.
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