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The meteoric rise of virtual brands has revolutionized the 
restaurant industry. It’s a development that’s been steadily 
growing over the past few years but was supercharged by the 
digital shiftwitnessed during the pandemic.

During my time at Uber Eats we saw, for example, that even 
in 2019 about 15% of all listings on the platform were virtual 
brands.

During 2020 and 2021, businesses that were successfully able 
to pivot, meet transformed consumer needs and re-imagine 
ways of working, reaped the rewards. Chief among these 
organizations? You’ve guessed it… virtual food brands.

Whether you’re an existing restaurant entrepreneur 
looking to start your first virtual kitchen or entirely new to 
the industry – this is your ultimate virtual brand playbook. 
From an in-depth look at the market to exactly how to build a 
successful virtual brand, here’s everything you need.

Let’s get to work…

The Virtual  
Brand Playbook
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What is a  
virtual brand?

First things first, what exactly is a virtual brand? 
Put simply, a virtual brand is any restaurant that has a recognizable brand identity 
– but no physical high-street presence. It’s as simple as that! 

Virtual brands exist solely on delivery platforms. It’s a relatively recent concept 
that allows food franchises of all sizes to create bespoke menus. Even if you have 
a current (physical) kitchen, a virtual brand allows you to create new menus and 
reach new customers.

So is a virtual brand  
just a dark kitchen?  
Well, not quite…
A dark kitchen (sometimes also  
known as a ghost kitchen) exists as  
an “off premise” kitchen, whilst virtual 
restaurants operate as a digital  
only brand. 

The idea of dark kitchens dates back 
to at least 2013 in New York. Just eight 
years later, there are now over 1,500 
dark kitchens operating across the US 
and over 750 in the UK. 

Where it gets slightly complicated 
is that virtual brands can hire dark 
kitchens to prepare their meals.  
Dark kitchens in turn can work with 
both virtual brands and traditional 
physical stores.

Virtual brands  
are food delivery
What links virtual brands and dark 
kitchens is that neither have a guest 
dining area. They are both delivery-only 
enterprises. If you’ve ever ordered 
food for delivery – you’ve used a  
virtual brand!

Current data suggests over 80% of  
18-39 years olds order food via an 
app at least once a week. It’s clearly a 
massive market to tap into, so let’s take 
a look in more detail...
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Why:  
The market
The global delivery market is huge. Currently worth over $111 billion dollars,  
the market has grown by 34.9% since 2019. It has more than doubled since 2015.

Online food delivery now accounts for 20% of spend in the food service sector. 
This growth has been driven by large platforms such as Deliveroo, Just Eat and 
UberEats. Indeed, taken together, these three companies’ sales grew by 49.2%  
over the last year.

A rapidly growing market
Whilst the coronavirus pandemic 
accelerated the shift towards digital 
ordering – it’s a trend that’s firmly 
here to stay. Over 68% of customers 
say they’re likely to order more food 
takeout and delivery in the next  
few years.

This growth is predicted to continue, 
with some estimations placing the 
global food delivery’s market worth at 
$230 billion by 2025.

The rise of virtual brands
Food delivery platforms invest a 
significant amount in attracting unique 
brands. Between November and April 
2021, the number of brands listed on 
major online platforms grew by 17.6%.

The number of brands has grown 
fastest on UberEats, increasing by 
30% during this period (from 29,800 
to 38,800). Just Eat continues as the 
largest market player however, with 
over 50,000 individual brands on  
their platform. 

On the dark kitchen side, this sector 
alone is expected to be worth over $70 
by 2027. Deliveroo are the current 
market leaders for dark kitchens – 
with 30 sites worldwide facilitating over 
200 kitchens. Without high rents and 
waiting staff costs, it offers a low-cost 
entry point into a competitive industry.

With so many restaurant operators 
clearly seeing the potential – is it  
time you explored the world of  
virtual brands?
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Why: 
Operators
Virtual brands allow operators to 
run their business with predictable  
fixed running costs. This is all  
whilst maximizing output, orders  
and profitability! 

Virtual brands mean that site costs, 
equipment and staffing levels are all 
reduced. At the same time, with detailed 
customer targeting (we’ll come to this 
in the next section), audience share and 
orders are increased.

The availability of enormous amounts of 
data allows brands to keep evolving and 
meeting consumer demand.

A substitute for  
shopfronts?
Virtual brands are a low-cost, low-risk 
way to trial new concepts. They are no 
longer seen as the lesser alternative 
to traditional restaurants – but as 
an increasingly valuable business 
proposition in their own right. 

These two sectors aren’t generally seen 
as competing. Often, the consumer 
choice isn’t simply between going out 
with friends and ordering in, but often 
between cooking at home and ordering 
a takeout.

Online food delivery platforms have 
revolutionised the on-demand market. 
Just like shopping on Amazon, 
customers now look for the category 
of food (say, pizza or noodles) rather 
than individual brands. The purchase 
decision is then largely based on quality 
markers such as reviews and ratings, 
imagery and branding, speed and of 
course price.
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Customer targeting
Without a physical shopfront to entice passers-by – audience targeting and 
marketing activities are essential for virtual brands!

Customers are no longer simply looking for tasty food (that’s a given), but 
businesses that care about the environment, animal welfare and local ingredients. 
Did we mention super-fast delivery and first-rate customer service too? There’s a 
lot to think about.

When you’re deciding which customers to target (and with what), bear the following 
in mind…

Customers want? 
Just because your brand is virtual, this doesn’t mean you can’t take 
inspiration from traditional restaurants. Take a walk around your local 
area, thinking about which food establishments are performing well, and 
why. Price is often as important as the items themselves, so pay close 
attention to the price-points performing well.

What’s missing? 
Success in business is all about filling a gap in the market, and your 
virtual brand is no different. Identify what’s missing from the high-street. 
If you have a particular style of food in mind, research what’s available 
in your area on the major food delivery platforms. Who’s doing well, and 
who isn’t? The data is right in front of you!

Who’s my “ideal” customer? 
By this, we don’t necessarily mean just big spenders. Think about 
which customers are most likely to order frequently, talk with friends 
and spread the word. How local should they be? What about their age, 
financial and familystatus? Build a detailed customer profile (adjusting 
this over time) and make sure all your marketing activities have your 
“ideal” customer in mind.
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Respect the customer
Whilst we’re on the topic of customer 
targeting – make sure you’re always 
genuinely meeting customer needs 
and desires. Creating spin-off virtual 
brands allows you to keep menus 
streamlined whilst also attracting 
a broader customer base. But this 
should be approached with caution!

40 clone brands from a single site are 
simply a massive no-go. Do experiment 
with your menu,brand name, logo and 
menu items – but don’t take this too far.

One Reading restaurant (for example) 
was widely criticized for flooding the 
market after operating over 40 Indian-
food brands across Deliveroo and 
Uber Eats from one premises. It only 
erodes customer trust and harms your 
business overall.

Remember it takes time…
It takes time to build a high-quality 
brand, so be patient here. A “brand” 
refers to the entire customer 
perception of your food franchise.  
This is an ongoing process of 
consistently developing your menu 
and business practices. Just like 
any marketing efforts, it’s all about 
continual tracking, analysing and 
gradual improvement.

Brilliant branding (reflecting a clear 
mission statement) should appear 
across your website, social media 
accounts, email marketing,  
delivery drivers and follow-up 
customer service.
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How to build 
a successful 
virtual brand

The reward of creating a memorable 
brand that genuinely meets local 
needs? A truly loyal, repeat  
customer base. 

Creating a successful virtual brand 
isn’t as simple as just copying and 
pasting an existing menu onto a 
delivery platform however.  
Your detailed customer research 
should provide insights into what local 
consumers are looking for. There’s also 
a few more considerations to bear  
in mind…

Follow the rules of  
online retail
Connecting with online customers 
necessitates amazing menu 
photography (do invest in professional 
photographs here!), a strong social 
media presence, efficient service 
and high ratings. We’ve already seen 
how without traditional storefronts, 
customers rely on quality markers 
such as reviews and speed of service 
for reassurance. 

Consequently, make sure you’ve got 
a tight, focused menu. As a rule of 
thumb, thirteen is the highest number 
of dishes you’d want on your menu. 
Customers are looking for high-quality, 
efficient service – and this starts with 
navigating your menu and website.

Food, packaging  
and equipment
Whilst marketing and menu design are 
important, it’s still all about the food. 
As part of this, think about how your 
dishes travel. If your food isn’t of the 
highest quality when the customer 
unboxes their delivery, they simply 
won’t reorder.

You should also consider the following:

Packaging 

As well as sustainable, 
environmentally friendly 
materials (and beautiful 
branding!), does it sufficiently 
protect your food and keep it 
warm during transit?

Think about your supply chain  
and quality of ingredients.  
This will help set you apart from 
the competition. If you’re able  
to engineer “menu overlap”  
(i.e. menu items that use the  
same ingredients) this will  
further reduce costs and 
improve efficiency.

Recipes

Equipment

A bad worker blames their 
tools? Not so for the world of 
professional kitchens! Having the 
right tools and equipment makes 
a massive difference. Carefully 
consider your equipment needs, 
as well as the complexity of 
preparation and staff training. 
It all results in improved dishes, 
better customer reviews and 
more orders.
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Testing and  
improvement
Last but not least, it’s all about taking 
your virtual brand for a test-run.

There’s no substitute for honest 
customer feedback, so do encourage 
this. You could always offer specific 
promotions (such as a % discount 
on future orders) in return for 
feedback. This has the double benefit of 
generating real consumer insight and 
increased orders. 

Ask for feedback on every aspect of 
your virtual brand, including:

It’s all about data…
An integral benefit of online food 
delivery is that you have a massive 
amount of data at your fingertips. Think 
about which dishes are most popular 
(with which audiences) and adjust your 
menus accordingly. You’ll soon see 
what customers do and don’t like, so 
really listen and adapt.

This also ensures your offering 
remains fresh, with menus, photos 
and packaging continually updated and 
improved.

Analysing data won’t just help with 
optimizing your menus, but can also 
improve staff scheduling, customer 
analysis and adjusting to shifts in 
demand. This will all keep your orders 
up and your virtual brand at the top of 
delivery platform listings.

Delivery service
speed and  
customer experience

Quality of dishes
both in terms of cooking  
and how they travel

Timings and 
communication
including ease of ordering

Bonus tip: Experiment with 
promotional activities (such 
as percentage discounts, free 
extras or voucher codes) and 
loyalty schemes to keep platform 
algorithms working in your 
favour. “Pulsing” promotions 
(i.e. running promotions at 
varying levels throughout 
the year) is a great tactic for 
keeping customers engaged and 
promoting steady income.
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How Peckwater  
Brands can help

Peckwater Brands are the fastest 
growing virtual brand company in 
the UK. We’re listed on all the major 
platforms including Just Eat, UberEats, 
Postmates, Deliveroo, DoorDash and 
GrubHub. With over 150,000 orders 
at 99.8% success rate, we collaborate 
closely with partners at industry-
leading standards.

Unlike other franchise operators, our 
virtual concepts are uniquely flexible. 
We work alongside your existing brand 
– fast to launch, with low upfront costs 
and no minimum contract length.

If you’re starting your own virtual brand,  
it pays to work with the pros.

Peckwater Brands help with all aspects 
of running a virtual franchise – from 
branding and marketing to platform 
listings, suppliers, recipes, packaging, 
staff training and implementing 
technology. This allows kitchen 
operators to diversify their revenue 
streams, increase income and grow 
their business.

So if you’re ready to say hello to extra 
orders, revenue and profit margins, 
get in touch today. On average, we drive 
an +823% increase in delivery orders 
for our partners. You run thekitchen, 
we do the rest.


