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LONG LASTING SHIFT IN 

OFF-PREMISE SALES

Off-premise sales was on the rise
long before the pandemic;
regional and federal restrictions
simply accelerated its growth.
Now that people are dining out
again, the initial spikes have
leveled off. 

Even still, the percentage of sales
for both limited and full-service
restaurants from off-premise
remains higher than it was pre-
pandemic, with no signs of
slowing. The industry has evolved
from operating in an era of people
going to food and to now having
food come directly to them.

Enter the ghost kitchen. Virtual
brands have emerged over the
past few years as a response to
shifting consumer preferences for
more, convenient options.  
 
As more brands introduce virtual
concepts and expand their reach,
examples of strategies that work
are becoming more clear. From
menu and brand development to
site selection and staffing, this
guide will walk you through an
overview of all the things to
consider when launching a virtual
concept.  

Data from Black Box Financial Intelligence™
Sales & traffic data covering $76 billion in annual sales and 32,000 restaurant units 

https://blackboxintelligence.com/financial-intelligence/


T H E  R I S E  

O F  G H O S T

K I T C H E N S

Existing chains already know how to
build brands. Trying out new concepts
virtually is a great way to experiment
before scaling the business. Or you may
simply want to try different menu items
that don’t fit your current brand. You can
launch a virtual brand with lower
overhead, quicker startup time and
fewer staff than a traditional brick-and-
mortar unit.  
 
Recent events have accelerated a shift
toward more off-premise dining, but that
was already occurring before the
coronavirus pandemic. As a result, many
chain restaurants might find their units
with extra kitchen space and most likely,
fewer staff members. Operating a virtual
concept can be a means to help ease
some of the staffing crisis. 



OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES

Dragging Guest Sentiment 

Guest satisfaction is significantly lower
for off-premise food for full- and limited-
service restaurants. It can be challenging
to have much control over what happens
to your food once it leaves your kitchen.
Continued customer service and
managing the relationship with your
delivery partners is key to keeping guests
happy. 

Guest Sentiment by Month
Unexpected costs 

Unexpected costs can arise, especially
when dealing with multiple third-party
providers. When third-party app sales
were only a small part of overall
restaurant sales, commissions and fees
were worth the incremental boost in
sales. For a virtual-only brand, those fees
can add up quickly and significantly
reduce your profit margin.
 
Hot Food Hot, Cold Food Cold 

Engineering packaging for off-premise is
critical. With fewer customer touch
points, the virtual brand experience is
based primarily on food quality. Ensuring
that food maintains the right
temperature, textures and moisture
levels is crucial to guaranteeing a
positive guest experience.   
 
External Influences 

The entire industry is going through the
same economic situation, labor shortage
and supply chain issues. Ghost kitchens
are not exempt from these challenges.
You may have perfected a recipe and
found the perfect packaging but, at the
end of the day, you only have what is
available to you. 

Data from Black Box Guest Intelligence™

Analyze guest sentiment in real-time through social media, review sites and guest satisfaction
metrics and bridge the gap between sentiment & sales

https://blackboxintelligence.com/guest-intelligence/


S I T E  S E L E C T I O N  &

K I T C H E N  D E S I G N

Use Existing Space 

For many chain restaurants, you will have existing
kitchen space to dedicate to delivery-only
functions, or even potentially use on top of your
brick-and-mortar restaurant operations. You can
find ways to streamline your current kitchen to
service all your brands using the same equipment
and similar ingredients. You may need to make
some changes to handle increased volume, such as
adding more vents or larger appliances. 
 
Repurpose Retail or Office Space 

Without the need for foot traffic, non-traditional
spaces are fair game. Instead of needing an eye-
catching storefront, factors like parking for delivery
drivers and maneuverability for your kitchen staff
take priority. Ghost Kitchen Brands, for example,
rolled out a hybrid ghost kitchen/virtual brand
concept that operates in kitchen spaces inside
Walmart Stores.  
 
Shared Spaces 

Commercial kitchens have surfaced to help
operators launch virtual brands by leasing kitchen
space and equipment from their facilities. Many of
these companies handle all the front of house
interactions, so operators can focus on the back of
house. Brands operating in these shared spaces
can additionally create a virtual food hall, where
customers are able order from multiple brands at
once. Some restaurants go the “host kitchen” route
and have successfully partnered with other brands
or leased their unused kitchen space to different
restaurants.  

" N O W  W E  W A N T  A  L O T  O F

W A L K - I N  T R A F F I C ,  I T ’ S  N O T

J U S T  L I M I T E D  T O  D E L I V E R Y .

W E  T H I N K  W E  O F F E R  A  G R E A T

C O N V E N I E N C E  P A C K A G E  F O R

C O N S U M E R S  A N D  F O R

W H O E V E R  O U R  R E T A I L  H O S T

I S  A S  W E L L .  W E ’ V E  S E E N  L O T S

O F  L O C A T I O N S  W H E R E  W E

D R I V E  T R A F F I C  T O  O U R  H O S T

B E C A U S E  P E O P L E  A R E

C O M I N G  J U S T  F O R  O U R

B R A N D S .  S O ,  I T ’ S  A  G O O D

P A R T N E R S H I P  B E C A U S E  O U R

H O S T  B R I N G S  T R A F F I C .  A T  T H E

S A M E  T I M E ,  W E  B R I N G  A

D I F F E R E N T  T Y P E  O F  T R A F F I C . ”  

 

M a r k  C h o y

P r e s i d e n t  

G h o s t  K i t c h e n s  

Quoted from The Ghost Kitchen Conference



M E N U

D E V E L O P M E N T

Venture Out but Start with Less 

Don’t shy away from products that haven’t
traditionally been associated with takeout food.
Customers like fried food, for example, but if you
have too much of it on your menu your staff
working the fryer will get slammed. Think about
grilled or cold items instead that can help
alleviate stress from production and increase
your team member satisfaction. One strategy is
to start with less and add more, versus starting
big and taking away items that may have
developed a fan following. 
 
Spread Out by Dayparts 

Consider activating different brands for different
dayparts while cross-utilizing certain ingredients.
Keeping your menus specific for each brand will
help streamline the production process for your
staff and keep your costs for ingredients lower
than if your concepts require drastically different
ingredients.  
 
Menu Consistency 

Keeping your menu items consistent is great in
terms of meeting brand expectations and
keeping your customers happy. Nonetheless,
commodities challenges everyone is facing
might not make that possible. In this case,
consider the ease of swapping out items when
necessary and think of how you can work your
menu to accommodate changes when you are
forced to make them.  

" A T  A N Y  G I V E N  T I M E ,  T H E

K I T C H E N  I S  A C T I V E  W I T H

B R A N D S  S T A R T I N G  A T  7  A M .

T H A T  G O E S  P A S T  M I D N I G H T  I N

S O M E  O F  O U R  L O C A T I O N S .

W E  H A V E  C R O S S  U T I L I Z E D

O U R  P U F F  P A S T R Y  T H A T  W E

U S E  F O R  O U R  B R E A K F A S T

B R A N D  I N  O U R  L A T E - N I G H T

B R A N D S .  T H E R E ’ S  L O T S  O F

S Y N E R G Y  W I T H  I N G R E D I E N T S .

W E ’ R E  S U P E R  C O N S C I O U S

W I T H  T H E  S T O R A G E  T H A T  W E

H A V E . ”  

 

J o e y  S i m o n s  

S e n i o r  V i c e  P r e s i d e n t  o f

O p e r a t i o n s

C 3

Quoted from The Ghost Kitchen Conference



T E C H N O L O G Y

&  E Q U I P M E N T

Electric is the Future 

Gas-fueled equipment is a
contentious topic among local and
state governments. Cities such as
Berkeley banned the use of natural-
gas connection entirely, and others
are prohibiting jurisdictions from
enacting such bans, like Texas and
Georgia. If you have concepts in
multiple states, you don’t need to be
looking at different equipment
packages for each individual store.
You will want to select equipment
that is scalable and works across all
jurisdictions. Even though there is an
appreciation for cooking on a gas
range, the trend seems to be pointing
toward requiring electric appliances
for new and remodeled kitchens. 

Drones and Delivery 

So far, most news about autonomous delivery
has come from overseas; however, some chains
have begun testing land-based robot delivery
and even drones in the US. The technology is
certainly there, but FAA and privacy concerns are
the biggest factor. In the meantime, there are
use-cases for using robots in the ghost kitchen,
even if it is simply to take orders to the front of
house. 

Choose the Right Partners 

Having multiple applications and platforms can
be a major headache. Choose partners that
integrate with your existing software. Look for
operator-first companies that are aimed at
putting more money in your pocket versus
charging you more fees and commissions.
Whether you build it internally or outsource it,
ideally you will have a central mechanism to
control order flow, guest information and the
customer experience. There is a lot of technology
and resources available to sift through, but there
is no reason to resist it; the consumer is ready for
it if it improves the experience. 



BRAND DEVELOPMENT & DIGITAL

MARKETING STRATEGIES 

Content is King 
 
You need fresh content to keep your
brand relevant. There is a lot of
competition already and plenty more to
come, so you will want your brand to stay
top of mind for your customers. It’s not
easy to create content every day, but it’s
necessary to keep your customers
engaged. If you don’t have access to a
content team, solicit feedback and
content from your guests. 

Budget Accordingly 
 
Deciding where to put advertising dollars
will depend on where you want your
guests to find you. If you are only using
third-party providers, then you will want
to put most of your efforts toward
getting more visibility on your platforms.
If you have internal ordering and delivery,
then you can utilize Facebook and
Google to target the right customers. The
right mix depends on your target
audience and how your delivery program
is setup. 

Leverage Existing Customers 
 
The good news for chain restaurants is
that most have an existing database of
customers. You can easily spread the
word about new concepts through email
and entice with an offer. Chances are, if
they dine with you regularly already they
will be happy to try your new brand. You
can also use packaging to your
advantage and throw in coupons or
flyers for your other brands in your to-go
orders with instructions on how to order
next time.  
 
Reach New Customers 
 
You’re able to attract a higher volume of
online customers since you’re no longer
relying on a physical brick and mortar
store to drive traffic. This opens the door
for an entirely new revenue stream to
replace that lost customer base. If you’re
a newcomer, opening a ghost kitchen
could be a great and low risk way to
compete with larger brands in the
industry. 



M A I N T A I N I N G

C U S T O M E R

E X P E C T A T I O N S  

Manage Third Party Delivery 

Pick great operating partners that you trust. If
you are using third party delivery platforms
remember to treat their drivers as your guests.
They have a lot of pull when it comes to where
they go to pick up orders. If they are treated well,
they will keep coming back to your area. You may
also need to find ways to get data outside of
third-party platforms if they are not sharing. You
can get creative with packaging and your
customer communication through the order
process to drive them to your own channels for
reviews or to make their next order. 
 
Focus on Consistent Quality 

Identify ways to hold operators accountable so
food is on time and quality is consistent. Of
course, if you are holding them accountable
make sure you set them up for success. Make
sure to track food through every single touch
point so you can be clear about drop times and
allow operators to forecast better. 
 
Feedback is Key 

Feedback, reviews and ratings are key to
revenue, especially if you need visibility on third-
party platforms. You should put just as much
effort into ensuring your customers are happy
that you put into the actual product. This means
not only soliciting feedback but responding to it
in a timely manner. 

" W E  H A D  D E E P  P A R T N E R S H I P S

A N D  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  W I T H

T H E  D E L I V E R Y  S E R V I C E

P R O V I D E R S  W A Y  B E F O R E  T H E

P A N D E M I C  C A M E  A L O N G .

W H E N  T H E  D I N E - I N  B U S I N E S S

S U D D E N L Y  S T O P P E D

O V E R N I G H T ,  W E  W E R E  A B L E

T O  R E A L L Y  T H E N  L E V E R A G E

T H A T  R E L A T I O N S H I P  A N D  O U R

E X P E R I E N C E  O N  T H E

D E L I V E R Y  S I D E . ”  

 

S a l  M e l i l l i

C E O

H o o t e r s

Quoted from NRN's "Hooters CEO Sal Melilli: Virtual brands have
helped us thrive during the pandemic"

 



S T A F F I N G  

Be Mindful of Current Staff 

Find ways to ease operations for your existing staff.
No one works in a restaurant because it’s easy, and
the last 18 months have been particularly
challenging to say the least. If you are operating
virtual kitchens on top of brick-and-mortar
locations, you will be adding new menu items for
your kitchen staff to prepare, and front of house
may not be too happy with the increased off-
premise volume, especially if they are left to
interface with delivery drivers.  
 
Evaluate Your Offerings 

Labor challenges are nothing new to the industry,
but they are harder than ever. The talent pool has
shrunk so restaurants are finding ways to offer
enhanced benefits, pay higher wages or offer
different perks that stand out. Find out what the
benchmark is for your area and figure out how to
create an employment package that stands out. 
 
Assess Your Talent Marketing Message 

You may not need as many staff members to
operate a virtual kitchen, but you still need
employees. It might be time to rethink the wheel
on where you are finding them and marketing
your open positions. You may even be marketing
to the wrong audience. If that’s the case, spend as
much time learning about this pool as you do your
customers and figure out if your company is
positioned in such a way that clearly
communicates its purpose to potential employees.  

" W E  H A V E  T O  B E  M I N D F U L

T H A T  W E  A R E  T H R O W I N G  O N E

M O R E  T H I N G  A T  A  T E A M  T H A T

H A S  B E E N  W O R K I N G  H A R D

A N D  I S  E X H A U S T E D .  G E T T I N G

B U Y - I N  F R O M  T H E M  I S  H U G E .

H E L P  T E A M  M E M B E R S

U N D E R S T A N D  T H A T  T H E

G H O S T  K I T C H E N  M A Y  N O T

M E A N  M O R E  T I P S  F O R  T H E M ,

B U T  I F  I T ’ S  C R E A T I N G  M O R E

S H I F T S  A N D  M O R E  H O U R S  F O R

T H E  R E S T A U R A N T ,  I T  W I L L

T R A N S L A T E  T O  M O R E  M O N E Y

F O R  T H E M . ”  

 

G j e  G r e e n e - W a l l a c e

F i s h  F l a u n t e r  a k a  D i r e c t o r  o f

M a r k e t i n g  

H a l f  S h e l l s  &  F i s h  C i t y  G r i l l
Check out Black Box Workforce Intelligence™

Access robust restaurant employee workforce data covering 2.4
million employees benchmarked against your competitors

https://blackboxintelligence.com/workforce-intelligence/


H O W  B L A C K  B O X  I N T E L L I G E N C E ™  C A N

H E L P  Y O U  T R A C K  T H E  R I G H T  M E T R I C S

Thinking about starting or already operate a virtual kitchen? Make sure you
are tracking the right data. Black Box Intelligence has solutions to
benchmark sales and traffic, measure guest sentiment, compare workforce
metrics and evaluate consumer spend. Speak with a product expert today to
learn how to set up your virtual brands for success.  

By geolocation
By segment
By cuisine type
Comp sales

Weekly average
PPA check growth
Sales mix
Sales type

Turnover
Compensation
Bonus
Total rewards

Bonus
Employee benefits
Demographics
Sales per labor hour

Food
Beverage
Service 
Ambiance

Intent to return
Value
How your online sentiment
affects sales & traffic

https://blackboxintelligence.com/demo/
https://blackboxintelligence.com/financial-intelligence/
https://blackboxintelligence.com/workforce-intelligence/
https://blackboxintelligence.com/guest-intelligence/

