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The Paradox of the Pioneer

Not every business failure is a story of incompetence. Some of the most instructive collapses in business history belong to companies that did almost everything right — that identified a real problem, built an elegant solution, reached profitability before their rivals had finished their pitch decks, and still ended up on the wrong side of history.

This is one of those stories.

Grubhub did not fail because it was poorly run. It did not fail because its founders lacked vision, or because its product was bad, or because the market it served turned out not to exist. It failed in a more unsettling way: it was disciplined in an era that rewarded recklessness, profitable in a category that punished profitability, and correct about the economics of its industry at precisely the moment when being correct delivered no competitive advantage whatsoever.

The company that invented online food ordering in America — that replaced a drawer full of paper menus with a website, built the first profitable marketplace in the delivery category, and took itself public to Wall Street’s genuine admiration — was sold in early 2025 for a price that represented roughly nine cents on the dollar of what it had been worth at its peak. The distance between those two numbers is what this book is about.

What unfolds across these pages is not a simple disruption narrative. The villain is not a faster competitor or a smarter founder. The forces that dismantled Grubhub were more varied, more structural, and in several cases more ironic than that. 

The lessons here extend well beyond food delivery. Any business navigating a market where the rules have shifted faster than its instincts have — where the strengths that made it dominant quietly become the liabilities that make it vulnerable — will find Grubhub’s story uncomfortably familiar.

A note on how this book was written: This book was researched and written in collaboration with artificial intelligence. The analysis, the arguments, and the strategic judgements are the author’s own. The AI assisted with research synthesis, structuring of evidence, and drafting.
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Every significant business begins with an annoyance that someone refuses to accept as inevitable.

Not a grand vision. Not a mission statement. Not a market sizing exercise conducted in a conference room. Most of the companies that end up reshaping industries were started by people who encountered a specific, mundane friction in their own lives and decided — with more stubbornness than foresight — that it did not have to be this way. The friction was the business. Everything else came later.

In Chicago in 2004, the friction was a drawer.

Every apartment, every office, every late-working professional in the city kept one — a drawer stuffed with paper takeout menus, folded and refolded until the print had worn off at the creases, organised by no discernible system, usually missing the one restaurant you actually wanted. Ordering dinner meant finding the right menu, finding the phone number, calling the restaurant, waiting on hold while someone who had taken eight hundred identical calls that week wrote down your address with the enthusiasm of a man filling out a tax return, and then hoping the order arrived correctly. It was a process designed around the restaurant’s convenience, not the customer’s. And it was, by 2004, conspicuously absurd — because you could already find an apartment in Chicago by zip code, browse its photos, and submit an inquiry, all without speaking to a single human being. Food, somehow, had been left behind.

Two software developers at Apartments.com were paying close attention to that absurdity. Matt Maloney and Mike Evans were not trying to disrupt anything. They were just hungry — and they had run out of patience for a problem that their own professional lives had equipped them to solve.

This is the first and most underappreciated lesson embedded in the Grubhub founding story: the best business ideas are almost never invented in the abstract. They are noticed. The market already exists — people are already hungry, already ordering, already tolerating a broken process — and the founder’s contribution is the refusal to keep tolerating it. Maloney and Evans did not create demand for restaurant delivery. That demand had existed for decades, served by phone calls and paper menus and drivers who knew their routes by memory. What they recognised was that the delivery of information — which restaurant delivered to your address, what was on the menu, how to place an order — was still stuck in an analogue world that the internet had already made obsolete everywhere else. The niche was not food delivery. It was the gap between what technology had already made possible and what the food industry had not yet bothered to build.

Evans built the first version of Grubhub in 2004. The concept was not complicated: aggregate restaurant menus on a single website, let customers type in their address, and show them every restaurant that delivered to their door. No phone call. No drawer-rummaging. Just a list, a menu, and an order form.

The early business model was simpler still — and wrong. Restaurants would pay a flat fee of $140 for six months to be “premium listed” at the top of the results. Maloney made the first sale by walking into a Chinese restaurant in Chicago’s Uptown neighbourhood and pitching the owner and her son. They paid. It was the first dollar Grubhub ever made. But the model didn’t scale. Restaurants that weren’t paying still needed to be on the platform for it to be useful to customers, and restaurants that were paying had no obvious way to measure whether $140 was earning them anything.

This is the second lesson, and it is one that kills more early businesses than competition ever does: a value proposition that cannot be measured by the person paying for it is not a value proposition — it is a hope. The $140 listing fee asked restaurant owners to trust that being on a website would send them more orders. It gave them no mechanism to verify that it had. Trust without evidence is a thin commercial foundation, and Maloney figured this out before it became fatal.

Maloney had the insight that changed the business. “Why can’t we just charge the restaurants per order?” The commission model — take a percentage of every transaction Grubhub drove — aligned Grubhub’s revenue directly with the value it delivered. If Grubhub sent a restaurant ten orders, it earned a cut of ten orders. If it sent none, it earned nothing. Maloney’s tagline for pitching restaurants captured the logic cleanly: “You don’t make a dime unless you make a dollar.” Restaurants understood this immediately. Every order that arrived through Grubhub was its own argument for continuing to use it. No leap of faith required.

The commission model also solved a structural problem that the flat-fee model had created. A platform is only useful if it has enough supply to serve demand, and enough demand to justify supply. Grubhub needed restaurants before customers would use it, and needed customers before restaurants would pay — the classic two-sided network problem that has defeated more marketplaces than any other single challenge in platform business. The commission model broke that deadlock because it allowed Grubhub to list restaurants without charging them anything until orders actually arrived. That made sign-ups easy, which built supply, which made the platform useful to customers, which generated the commissions that made the business viable. The virtuous cycle had been found.

With a working model, Evans and Maloney did what every scrappy Chicago startup had to do: walked the city street by street, restaurant by restaurant, scanning menus and signing up owners. Evans taught himself sales techniques from a copy of Selling for Dummies he bought at a Borders bookstore. In 2006, they won the University of Chicago’s Kaplan New Venture Challenge, taking home $50,000 and — more valuably — introductions to serious investors. A Series A of $1.1 million followed in 2007, led by Origin Ventures, which funded the first expansion beyond Chicago into San Francisco and New York.

And here the third lesson emerges — one that would later haunt the very company it helped build. The cities Grubhub chose for expansion were not random. They were dense, urban, and professional — places where apartments stacked on apartments, where people worked late and ordered dinner at their desks, where restaurants already ran their own delivery operations. These markets were the natural habitat of the marketplace model: aggregate existing delivery into a single digital layer, take a commission, never touch the food. The addressable market in those cities alone was enormous — Americans spending approximately $67 billion annually on takeout at independent restaurants, of which Grubhub had barely scratched the surface. Going deep in the right cities before going wide across the country was the correct call in 2007. It would be revisited, at considerable cost, a decade later.

The business model that emerged from these early years was deliberately lean. Grubhub was a marketplace, not a logistics company. It connected customers to restaurants; restaurants handled their own delivery using their own drivers. Grubhub never touched the food. It took a commission, provided the technology layer, and stayed out of the messy, expensive business of actually moving anything. This was not an accident or a limitation — it was a considered choice that produced a business with clean unit economics and a clear path to profitability. In an industry that would later become synonymous with billion-dollar losses, Grubhub was actually making money.

What Maloney and Evans had built was genuinely new. There was no established playbook for online food ordering at scale in America. They were writing it. And for the better part of a decade, that first-mover position, combined with a capital-efficient model, would make Grubhub look like one of the smartest businesses in tech.















