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Masterestaurant Dark Kitchen Index LATAM
2026: delivery leaves a 6.8% operating
margin, not the 20% foodtech promises

By Diego F. Parra · Updated 2026-07-09 · Dark Kitchens & Foodtech

Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Verdict (answer-first): a well-run dark kitchen in LATAM closes 2026 with a single-digit
operating margin —5% to 8%, ~6.8% at the midpoint— not the 15-20% the foodtech
narrative suggests. The reason is arithmetic: aggregators charge commission tiers of 15%
/ 25% / 30% (CloudKitchens, 2024), and on top of that commission the operator still pays
food cost, packaging, cloud-kitchen rent and labor. With a healthy food cost ≤32% of the
dish and 25-30% commission, the contribution margin left for rent, marketing and profit is
thin. The lever is not «sell more on Rappi»: it's rebuilding the unit economics dish by dish,
migrating part of the volume to direct ordering (58% of customers prefer it, NCR Voyix
2024) and using menu engineering so every virtual SKU pays its commission and leaves
contribution. If your dark kitchen doesn't clear 5% operating, the problem isn't the
channel: it's the costing.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

This is a synthesis analysis: Masterestaurant did NOT audit a proprietary sample of restaurants nor run a
primary study. We gathered and cross-checked real public figures from serious organizations (Statista 2026,
National Restaurant Association 2024, CloudKitchens 2024, Grand View Research, Global Growth Insights,
Research and Markets) and applied the reading of a senior consultant who has worked inside both the kitchen
and the cash register. Diego F. Parra's track record —over 8,400 restaurants supported across 43 countries over
20 years— is the authority context for that reading, not the source of any figure: every number here belongs to
the cited source.

The decision trigger is concrete: in 2026 global online food delivery moves USD 1.51 trillion with a 6.24% CAGR
through 2031 (Statista, 2026), and Mexico projects USD 18.27 billion of online delivery by 2029 (Statista, 2024).
That market growth is NOT the same as operator margin growth. Foodtech sells the size of the pie; this index
measures how much of that pie actually reaches the kitchen's EBITDA. Spoiler: far less than the pitch promises.

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

Side-by-side comparison

DELIVERY-ONLY DARK KITCHEN

(AGGREGATORS)

BRICK-AND-MORTAR

RESTAURANT WITH DINING

ROOM

Channel commission on sales ✕ 15%–30% of ticket (DoorDash 15/25/30
plans, CloudKitchens 2024)

✓ 0% on dine-in; only payment
fees ~2-3%

Target food cost per dish ✕ ≤32% (healthy max; menu designed for
delivery)

✓ ≤32% (same ceiling;
Masterestaurant method)

Customer channel preference ✕ Depends on aggregator; 58% would
prefer to order direct (NCR Voyix 2024)

✓ 58% prefer the restaurant's
own app/web (NCR Voyix 2024)

Real operating margin 2026 ✕ ~5%–8% (6.8% midpoint; method
synthesis)

✓ ~10%–15% full service
(healthy range NRA 2024)

Customer acquisition cost ✕ Absorbed by aggregator; operator
doesn't own the diner's data

✓ Owned: database, repeat
orders and ticket under restaurant
control

Capital scalability ✕ High: global dark kitchen market
projected to USD 171.3B in 2033 (Global
Growth Insights)

✓ Medium: build-out, dining
room and staff per location

Dependency risk ✕ High: 1-2 apps concentrate volume;
operator is a commission taker

✓ Low-medium: owned channel
+ diversified third parties
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Finding 1 — What operating margin does a LATAM dark kitchen actually earn in 2026?
A well-run LATAM dark kitchen closes 2026 with a single-digit operating margin —between 5% and 8%,
around 6.8% at the midpoint— not the 15-20% the foodtech pitch suggests.

The reason is pure arithmetic. Aggregator commission plans charge 15%, 25% or 30% of the ticket depending
on service tier (CloudKitchens, 2024), and that toll comes out BEFORE food cost and packaging, not after. The
market itself does grow: global online food delivery moves USD 1.51 trillion in 2026 with a 6.24% CAGR through
2031 (Statista, 2026). But market size is not operator margin. Diego F. Parra says it plainly: foodtech sells mar‐
ket growth; the kitchen's cash register lives on what reaches EBITDA after the toll, and that is one digit, not two.
The pie is huge; the slice that lands in the kitchen is thin. The aggregator commission is a dark kitchen's biggest
margin drain because it is charged on the gross ticket and BEFORE food cost and packaging.

Finding 2 — The aggregator commission is the biggest margin drain
DoorDash, to cite the public reference, offers restaurants plans of 15%, 25% and 30% (CloudKitchens, 2024); in
delivery-only mode that range is paid on every single order, no exceptions. Compare it to a physical restaurant:
dine-in sales pay no commission and margin is defended face to face. At Masterestaurant we have seen it again
and again —a kitchen celebrating a high average ticket without noticing that 25 points of it left through the chan‐
nel before buying a single ingredient. With food cost at 30% and packaging at 4%, a 25% commission plan
leaves just 41 cents of every dollar for payroll, rent and profit. The unit economics does not forgive that math. A
physical restaurant keeps dine-in sales commission-free, while a delivery-only dark kitchen hands 15 to 30
points of its ticket to the channel on every order (CloudKitchens, 2024). That is a structural difference, not a mat‐
ter of operating efficiency.

Finding 3 — Why does the physical restaurant keep
margin the dark kitchen hands to the channel?
A restaurant with a dining room collects 100% of the ticket when the guest eats at the table; the ghost
kitchen never sees that scenario because it has no table.

Its entire revenue runs through a third party that takes its cut up front. That is why comparing the two models by
average ticket misleads: you must compare what lands in the register after the toll. The ghost kitchen market will
keep growing —Research and Markets projects USD 142.5 billion by 2029— but growing volume without fixing
that channel leak scales the problem, it does not solve it. Direct ordering is the largest and worst-used margin-
recovery lever in dark kitchens: 58% of customers prefer to order through the restaurant's own app or website
(NCR Voyix, 2024), and yet most ghost kitchens live 100% inside the aggregator. Every order moved from the
third-party channel to the owned channel recovers 15 to 30 points of commission at once (CloudKitchens, 2024),
falling straight to EBITDA.

Finding 4 — Direct ordering: the margin lever almost everyone leaves on the table
In a model with a 6.8% operating margin, shifting just a third of sales to the direct channel can double net profit
without selling a single extra dish. The lever is not in marketing or in volume; it is in the channel mix. The opera‐
tor who treats the aggregator as customer acquisition —not as their only sales channel— is the one who sur‐
vives 2026. Scaling a dark kitchen without first fixing the unit economics multiplies losses instead of gains, even
though capital deploys faster than in a physical restaurant. The global dark kitchen market is projected at USD
171.3 billion by 2033 (Global Growth Insights) and cloud kitchens at USD 203.72 billion by 2033 (Grand View
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Research); that size attracts capital that rewards volume. But volume is an amplifier: it multiplies what you al‐
ready have. If each order loses margin to the channel commission, opening five more kitchens simply produces
five times that leak.

Finding 5 — Does scaling a dark kitchen solve the problem or multiply it?
Diego F. Parra sums it up with cash-register logic: first fix the costing sheet and the channel mix in one
unit, then replicate.

Scaling a broken model is the most expensive way to discover it was broken. Delivery market growth does not
translate into operator margin growth, and confusing the two is the costliest reading error in foodtech. Statista
projects Mexico's online delivery at USD 18.27 billion by 2029 (Statista, 2024) and the global market at USD
1.79 trillion by 2028 (Statista), while Uber Eats gross bookings already reached about USD 74.6 billion in 2024
(Uber, Form 8-K SEC). These are enormous figures, and they describe the size of the channel, not the profitabil‐
ity of the kitchen selling through it. The foodtech pitch uses pie size to justify valuations; the kitchen owner must
measure how much of that pie lands in their EBITDA. This analysis is a synthesis of serious public sources
with a consultant's reading: Masterestaurant did not audit a sample of its own, and each figure belongs to the
cited source.

Finding 6 — Where is margin defended in each model?
In a physical restaurant margin is defended in the dining room; in a dark kitchen it is defended in the
costing sheet and the channel mix —that is how Diego F.

Parra sums it up after two decades inside both the kitchen and the cash register. That line is not a slogan: it is
the operating criterion that separates the profitable ghost kitchen from the one that fails while scaling. In the din‐
ing room, the server recovers margin through upselling and experience; in delivery-only that spring does not ex‐
ist, so the only defense is disciplined costing —food cost below 32%, controlled packaging— and moving every
possible order to the owned channel, where 58% of customers already prefer to order (NCR Voyix, 2024). Some
76% of US operators believe technology gives them a competitive edge (National Restaurant Association,
2024); in dark kitchens that edge only materializes if the technology cuts the channel commission, not if it merely
raises volume.

Finding 7 — The differences that decide the margin
The aggregator commission (15-30%, CloudKitchens 2024) is a dark kitchen's biggest margin sink: it comes off
BEFORE food cost and packaging, not after. Brick-and-mortar keeps dine-in sales commission-free; the deliv‐
ery-only dark kitchen hands 15-30 points of its ticket to the channel on every order. The 58% of customers who
prefer direct ordering (NCR Voyix 2024) is the margin-recovery lever most dark kitchens leave on the table. The
dark kitchen scales capital faster (global market to USD 171.3B in 2033, Global Growth Insights), but scaling
volume without fixing the unit economics scales losses. Diego F. Parra puts it plainly: in brick-and-mortar you de‐
fend margin in the dining room; in the dark kitchen you defend it in the costing sheet and the channel mix.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T
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A/B comparative analysis by criterion

CHANNEL COMMISSION

A ·  D E L I V E RY- O N LY D A R K  K I T C H E N
( A G G R E G ATO R S )

15-30% of ticket to the aggregator before
costs (CloudKitchens 2024)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T 0% on dine-in;

only payment fees

Verdict: Brick-and-mortar keeps almost all contribution margin in the dining room; the dark
kitchen must fix costing to survive the commission.

DINER'S DATA

A ·  D E L I V E RY- O N LY D A R K  K I T C H E N
( A G G R E G ATO R S )

Owned by the aggregator; operator
doesn't control repeat orders

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Owned;

database and repeat orders under
restaurant control

Verdict: The 58% who prefer direct (NCR Voyix 2024) is recoverable margin the delivery-only
dark kitchen gives away.

REAL OPERATING MARGIN 2026

A ·  D E L I V E RY- O N LY D A R K  K I T C H E N
( A G G R E G ATO R S )

~5-8% (6.8% midpoint, method synthesis)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T ~10-15% full

service (healthy range NRA 2024)

Verdict: Brick-and-mortar yields more per order; the dark kitchen wins on capital-scaling speed,
not per-transaction margin.
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CAPITAL SCALABILITY

A ·  D E L I V E RY- O N LY D A R K  K I T C H E N
( A G G R E G ATO R S )

High: global market to USD 171.3B in
2033 (Global Growth Insights)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Medium: build-

out and staff per location

Verdict: The dark kitchen scales faster, but scaling volume without fixing the unit economics
scales losses.

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

Delivery-only dark kitchen F O O D T E C H  /  A G G R E G ATO R S

Brick-and-mortar restaurant M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Low capex and fast opening: cloud kitchen market projected to USD 203.72B in 2033 (Grand View
Research)

✕

Immediate reach: DiDi Food Mexico has ~74,000 restaurants, 70% SMBs (DiDi Food 2024)✕

The aggregator charges 15-30% commission (CloudKitchens 2024) and keeps the diner's data✕

Real operating margin compressed to single digits by commission + food cost + packaging✕

Dine-in sales with no aggregator commission: contribution margin stays almost intact✓

58% of customers prefer to order direct via the restaurant's app/web (NCR Voyix 2024)✓

Diner's data, repeat orders and average ticket under own control✓

Higher capex and prime cost; less scalable than the cloud kitchen✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Side-by-side comparison

DELIVERY-ONLY DARK KITCHEN

(AGGREGATORS)

BRICK-AND-MORTAR

RESTAURANT WITH DINING

ROOM

Channel commission on sales ✕ 15%–30% of ticket (DoorDash 15/25/30
plans, CloudKitchens 2024)

✓ 0% on dine-in; only payment
fees ~2-3%

Target food cost per dish ✕ ≤32% (healthy max; menu designed for
delivery)

✓ ≤32% (same ceiling;
Masterestaurant method)

Customer channel preference ✕ Depends on aggregator; 58% would
prefer to order direct (NCR Voyix 2024)

✓ 58% prefer the restaurant's
own app/web (NCR Voyix 2024)

Real operating margin 2026 ✕ ~5%–8% (6.8% midpoint; method
synthesis)

✓ ~10%–15% full service
(healthy range NRA 2024)

Customer acquisition cost ✕ Absorbed by aggregator; operator
doesn't own the diner's data

✓ Owned: database, repeat
orders and ticket under restaurant
control

Capital scalability ✕ High: global dark kitchen market
projected to USD 171.3B in 2033 (Global
Growth Insights)

✓ Medium: build-out, dining
room and staff per location

Dependency risk ✕ High: 1-2 apps concentrate volume;
operator is a commission taker

✓ Low-medium: owned channel
+ diversified third parties

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

The 2026 scorecard in figures (real external sources)

30%
max aggregator plan commission on

the ticket (DoorDash 15/25/30 plans)

58%
of customers prefer to order direct
via the restaurant's app/web

1.51
global online food delivery
2026; 6.24% CAGR 2026-2031

T R I L L I O N  U S D
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

max aggregator plan commission on the ticket (DoorDash 15/25/30 plans)

30%

of customers prefer to order direct via the restaurant's app/web

58%

global online food delivery 2026; 6.24% CAGR 2026-2031

1.51
TRILLION USD

of operators believe technology gives them a competitive edge

76%

Global agrifoodtech investment 2024 — 2026 industry benchmark

4%

Sources: CloudKitchens Blog 2024 · NCR Voyix (Restaurant Dive) 2024 · Statista 2026 · Statista 2024 · Global
Growth Insights 2024

18270
online delivery in Mexico projected for 2029

M  U S D

171300
global dark kitchen market projected to 2033

M  U S D

76%
of operators believe technology
gives them a competitive edge

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E
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“The mistake I see over and over: the owner celebrates that the dark kitchen «billed more on Rappi this
month» and doesn't see that every order hands over 25-30 points of commission before it even touches
food cost. When we broke the unit economics down dish by dish, the real operating margin dropped to 6-
7%, not the 18% he thought. We fixed the costing, raised the average ticket with menu engineering, and
migrated a third of the volume to direct ordering. Same volume, now with margin.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant — consultant reading of the sector pattern

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

How to place your dark kitchen on the scorecard

1 1. Break the unit economics down dish by dish
Before looking at total billings, calculate per SKU: selling price minus channel commission (15-
30%, CloudKitchens 2024) minus food cost (≤32%) minus packaging. What's left is your real
contribution margin per dish. If a SKU doesn't pay its commission and leave contribution, it
comes off the virtual menu. This is menu engineering applied to delivery.

2 2. Place yourself by segment and size
Don't compare a single-location virtual brand with a multi-unit group. Benchmark your food cost,
prime cost and operating margin against your segment's healthy range (fast casual, QSR, full
service) per NRA 2024. A single-digit operating margin can be normal in delivery-only; below 5%
is a costing alarm, not a channel one.

3 3. Reclaim the diner's data and migrate to direct ordering
58% of customers prefer to order direct (NCR Voyix 2024): open your own channel
(web/app/WhatsApp) to migrate recurring volume and stop paying 15-30% to the aggregator on
every repeat order. Every point of sales that moves to direct returns almost its full contribution
margin to your EBITDA.

4 4. Set your break-even with the commission inside
Recalculate your break-even by treating the weighted-average channel commission as a real
variable cost, not an afterthought. With the corrected break-even you know how many orders
you need to pay the cloud-kitchen rent and start generating profit. Anchor the exercise to the
Masterestaurant framework and the ecosystem's costing calculator.

FA Q

www.masterestaurant.com · Original Study - Masterestaurant Dark Kitchen Index LATAM 2026: delivery leaves a 6.8% operating margin, not the 20% foodtech promises Page 9 of 11

https://masterestaurant.com/Herramienta-Calculo-Margen-Contribucion-Unitario-Restaurantes-Masterestaurant.html
https://masterestaurant.com/matriz-de-optimizacion-de-menu-restaurantes.html


Frequently asked questions

How much real operating margin does a dark kitchen leave in LATAM in 2026?

A well-run dark kitchen closes 2026 with a single-digit operating margin, 5% to 8% (~6.8% at the midpoint), not
the 15-20% of the foodtech narrative. The reason: aggregators charge 15-30% commission (CloudKitchens
2024) before food cost and packaging.

How much commission do delivery aggregators charge?

Delivery app commission plans range from 15% to 30% of the ticket depending on the tier (DoorDash 15/25/30
plans, CloudKitchens 2024). That commission comes off before food cost and packaging, which is why it
compresses the dark kitchen's operating margin to single digits.

Is it worth opening an owned direct-ordering channel?

Yes: 58% of customers prefer to order direct via the restaurant's app or web (NCR Voyix 2024). Every order that
migrates from the aggregator to the direct channel returns almost its full contribution margin to EBITDA, by
saving the 15-30% commission and reclaiming the diner's data.

Is a dark kitchen or a brick-and-mortar restaurant more profitable?

It depends on the unit economics, not the format. The dark kitchen scales capital faster (global market to USD
171.3B in 2033, Global Growth Insights) but hands over 15-30 points of commission per order; brick-and-mortar
keeps commission-free dine-in with higher prime cost. Full-service brick-and-mortar runs 10-15% operating; the
delivery-only dark kitchen, single digits.

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

Unidades de drones de reparto
proyectadas 2024 a 2030

de 32.456 a 275.703
unidades

Grand View Research — Drone Package
Delivery Market

Cuota del delivery de comida en el
mercado de drones 2024

36,87%
Grand View Research — Drone Package
Delivery Market 2024

Pedidos de DoorDash en el cuarto
trimestre de 2024

685 millones (+19%
interanual)

DoorDash — Q4 y Full Year 2024 Financial
Results

Marketplace GOV de DoorDash en el
cuarto trimestre de 2024

USD 21.300 millones
(+21%)

DoorDash — Q4 y Full Year 2024 Financial
Results
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Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Crecimiento anual del Marketplace GOV de
DoorDash 2024

+20% interanual
DoorDash — Full Year 2024 Financial
Results

Ganancias generadas para repartidores por
DoorDash 2024

>USD 18.000 millones
DoorDash — Full Year 2024 Financial
Results
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