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The purpose of this graphic is to visually represent the decision-making process that a 
research team alongside an expert group of stakeholders undertook to develop a 
definition of dark kitchens in a UK context. 

‘Dark retailers’, including dark kitchens, largely proliferated during the COVID-19 
pandemic, and are more prevalent in urban areas, and areas of deprivation (Huang et 
al., 2025), potentially leading to health inequalities. Research suggests that dark 
kitchens account for 15.9 per cent of all food outlets that are found on online food 
delivery platforms (Huang et al., 2025). 
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Dark kitchens are a contemporary addition to the food environment (Jia et al., 2024; 
Keeble et al., 2023), but there is no clear data on their proliferation (Bradford et al., 
2024; Xiang et al., 2023), and no agreed definition of what exactly constitutes a dark 
kitchen. This makes it difficult for local authorities who are responsible for identifying, 
surveilling and regulating food outlets, as the type of food outlet may determine the most 
appropriate processes. 

Many local authorities do have local public health policy arrangements which affect 
planning decisions at-place, for the physical food environment. For example, so-called 
‘takeaway management (‘exclusion’) zones’ may preclude the opening of new hot food 
takeaway outlets within 400-600m of a school or educational setting. Evidence to date 
shows that these exclusion zones do reduce the proliferation of new takeaways (Rahilly 
et al., 2024) and in turn, reduce childhood obesity levels (Xiang et al., 2024). However, 
the digital food environment, including dark kitchens, has the potential to override 
positive public health agendas in the physical food environment by providing easier 
access to food delivery to places of work, social settings and peoples’ homes. 

Section 97 of the recently amended National Planning Policy Framework (Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2024) states that: 

Local planning authorities should refuse applications for hot food takeaways and 
fast food outlets: 

a) within walking distance of schools and other places where children and young 
people congregate, unless the location is within a designated town centre; or 

b) in locations where there is evidence that a concentration of such uses is having 
an adverse impact on local health, pollution or anti-social-behaviour. 

However, there is a lack of recognition of the role of digital food brands, dark kitchens 
and the wider digital food environment infrastructure, and no suitable regulation is 
currently in place. 

Dark kitchens may contribute towards inequalities at place, due to the provision of 
largely energy-dense, high fat, salt and sugar foods which can impact the prevalence of 
obesity and wider determinants of health. Dark kitchens are of a particular concern as 
they can rapidly produce high volumes of food, with a wide delivery radius, and tailored 
to the local population. For example, there may be over 15 ‘virtual brands’ operating 
from one single location (Huang et al., 2025) where each brand is targeting a different 
population group (i.e., price-conscious adolescents, time-poor families). Therefore, it is 
important that local authorities know where their dark kitchens are and whether there is 
growth in the dark kitchen sector. Without a standard definition, or process of identifying 
dark kitchens, local authorities are unable to understand and measure the impact of 
dark kitchens on public health. 

This graphic demonstrates the complexity of factors which were considered in the 
development of a definition of dark kitchens. The work consolidated the viewpoints of a 
diverse group of stakeholders consisting of academics, local authority partners working 
in public health, environmental health, planning and trading standards, dark kitchen 
food industry and national food bodies. Key unique attributes of dark kitchens were 
identified via a process of consultation to understand the most effective ways that dark 
kitchens could be characterised to improve local authority monitoring and measuring, 
and to determine a robust, cross-sectoral, consensus definition. 

The final definition is, ‘Technology-enabled commercial kitchen(s) operating primarily 
for delivery, to fulfil remote, on demand, consumer online orders of food for immediate 
consumption’ (Nield et al., 2025), and suggested benefits of implementing the definition 
for different stakeholders are made in the published paper. 
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This graphic has been produced by Nifty Fox, a live scribe agency, who was 
commissioned to work on this project and provide an illustrative understanding of the 
decision-making processes undertaken by the research teams. The full slide set can be 
found here: https://niftyfoxcreative.pixieset.com/darkkitchens/. The series of images 
have been used widely to demonstrate the complexity of achieving a consensus 
definition for dark kitchens, and have allowed the research team to communicate this 
complexity to a number of different audiences in an engaging and inclusive way. 
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