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  Introduction

  
  




Chipotle is often presented as one of the greatest business success stories of the modern era.

A small burrito shop founded by a chef with no intention of building a restaurant empire grew into one of the world’s most admired brands. It challenged the fast-food industry, built an intensely loyal customer base, and created a philosophy—Food With Integrity—that reshaped how millions of people thought about restaurant food.

Then everything changed.

Several factors transformed Chipotle into a company very different from the one customers had fallen in love with.

This book is not simply the history of Chipotle.

It is an investigation into how successful companies slowly become vulnerable.

Most corporate failures are explained through obvious reasons—poor products, weak strategy, disruptive competitors, or bad luck. Reality is usually more complicated. Companies often create the very strengths that later become their greatest weaknesses.

Every chapter in this book examines one turning point in Chipotle’s journey—not merely to recount what happened, but to understand why it happened and what business leaders can learn from it.

The objective is not to praise or criticize Chipotle. The company remains one of the most remarkable businesses of the past three decades. Instead, the goal is to study the decisions, incentives, leadership choices, and organisational dynamics that shaped its evolution.

Because every successful company eventually faces the same question:

Can the principles that create extraordinary success eventually become the very forces that undermine it?

That is the investigation this book begins.



Note: This book was researched and written with the assistance of AI tools. Every judgment, argument, and conclusion in these pages is my own.

— Shah Mohammed
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Steve Ells never wanted to be in the fast food business. That detail matters more than it might appear, because Chipotle’s entire origin — the look of the kitchen, the design of the menu, the sourcing philosophy, the texture of the brand — flows directly from the fact that the man who created it was trying to do something else entirely.

He was twenty-five years old in 1990 when he graduated from the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, New York. The CIA, as it is known in culinary circles, is not a place that produces people who dream of assembly lines and foil-wrapped burritos. It produces people who dream of white tablecloths, of stocks reduced for six hours, of a Michelin inspector walking quietly through the door on a Tuesday night. Ells was one of those people. His ambition, clearly formed by the time he finished at the CIA, was to open a fine-dining French restaurant in Boulder, Colorado, the city where he had grown up. It was a specific, serious, expensive dream.

After graduation, he moved to San Francisco to do what ambitious young chefs do — work in a celebrated kitchen and absorb everything he could. He landed at Stars, one of the most talked-about restaurants in the country at the time, under the legendary chef Jeremiah Tower. Stars was the kind of place that shaped careers. It was high-volume, high-pressure, obsessively precise, and deeply concerned with the quality of every ingredient that came through its loading dock. Ells cooked there as a line cook and a sous chef, learning not just technique but philosophy: that food was worth doing properly, that shortcuts were moral failures, that the gap between ordinary ingredients and exceptional ones was the gap between a forgettable meal and a memorable one.

He also ate his way through San Francisco’s Mission District on his days off.

The Mission in the early 1990s was dense with taquerias — small, unfussy, often family-run shops that produced burritos of a specific California style: enormous, assembled to order in front of the customer, wrapped in foil, built from ingredients prepped fresh that morning. These were not the ground-beef-and-cheddar burritos of Tex-Mex tradition. They were something more interesting — rice, beans, braised meats, salsas made from scratch, sour cream, guacamole, all layered into a cylinder the size of a small football. Ells, trained in classical technique, recognised something in them that most diners simply experienced as lunch. He saw craft. He saw an assembly process that, if managed well, was actually quite elegant. He saw ingredients that, if sourced thoughtfully, could be genuinely good.

He also saw a gap. Colorado, where he intended to return, had nothing like this.


Denver, 1993

The problem with opening a fine-dining French restaurant, as Ells discovered when he began making the calculations seriously, was money. A proper restaurant — the kitchen equipment alone, the space, the staff, the wine programme, the months of operating losses before the word got out and the reservation book filled — would cost far more than a twenty-eight-year-old chef with no investors and no family fortune could assemble. He needed a bridge.

The burrito shop was the bridge.

This is important to understand about Chipotle’s founding: it was not a vision. It was a workaround. Ells looked at the Mission-style taqueria model he had watched so closely in San Francisco and reasoned that it was simple enough to execute, cheap enough to open, and — critically — not something Denver had. He was not trying to disrupt the restaurant industry. He was trying to raise capital for the restaurant he actually wanted to run. Chipotle, in the original plan, was going to be one store. It would generate profits for eighteen months or two years, and those profits would fund the French restaurant. Then he would hand Chipotle off to someone else, or close it, and get on with his real life.

He borrowed $85,000 from his father — part loan, part equity — and took over a former ice cream shop at 1644 East Evans Avenue in Denver, near the University of Denver campus. The space was 850 square feet. There were no menus, in the conventional sense. Customers would walk in, look at the options on a board, and tell the person behind the counter what they wanted. The counter person would assemble the order in front of them, moving down the line. The concept was transparent by design: you could see every ingredient, every step, every choice being made. Ells had brought his culinary training to bear on something the fine-dining world would have considered beneath notice, and the result was a taqueria that was operationally smarter, and ingredient-quality higher, than anything of its kind in the city.

Chipotle Mexican Grill opened on July 13, 1993. Steve Ells cooked the food himself.

He and his father had done the arithmetic carefully beforehand. The store needed to sell 107 burritos a day to break even — a modest, achievable target for a busy lunch-and-dinner location near a university campus. Within the first month, it was selling over a thousand.

A thousand burritos a day, in an 850-square-foot ice cream shop, out of a remodelled space with a man who had trained at the CIA cooking the food himself. That number is worth sitting with for a moment. Ells had not advertised. He had no marketing budget. The Rocky Mountain News ran a review, and word spread through the neighbourhood the way word always spread before social media existed — person to person, one good meal at a time. Students came. Then their parents came when they visited. Then people who worked nearby came. The lines grew. The operation had to become faster and more efficient every week just to keep up with demand.

Ells made a $24,000 profit in the first year. He had not expected that. The fine-dining dream was still alive, but something was beginning to complicate it.


The Idea That Wouldn’t Stay Small

The second Chipotle opened in 1995, funded entirely by profits from the first. Ells did not take outside investment for this expansion, did not dilute his ownership, did not bring in partners who would have opinions about the menu or the sourcing or the décor. He simply took what the first store had earned and used it to open another one twenty minutes away.

The second store performed as well as the first. This created a problem, in the best possible sense. Ells was increasingly conflicted. He had proved that the concept was replicable — that it was not some magical alignment of a particular location and a particular moment that had made the first store work. The assembly line, the ingredient quality, the visible kitchen, the narrow menu: these translated. Another store meant the same thing happened again. Which meant another store after that would probably mean the same thing again. The fine-dining restaurant kept receding into the future, not because the money was insufficient, but because the burrito business kept generating a more urgent and interesting problem to solve.

He opened a third store in 1996, this time using an SBA loan. His father invested an additional $1.5 million to support the expansion. By 1998, there were nearly a dozen Chipotle locations throughout Colorado.

At this point, Ells had not yet articulated what he had built. He had not yet coined the phrase ‘Food With Integrity.’ He had not yet developed the sourcing philosophy that would later become Chipotle’s most distinctive competitive asset. What he had done was something more basic: he had applied a chef’s instincts to a fast-food format and discovered that customers, given the choice, would pay a little more for food that tasted noticeably better and came from a kitchen they could watch.

The business model that would eventually reshape the American restaurant industry was taking shape in Colorado, while its founder was still, on some level, planning to do something else.


What Chipotle Was Actually Inventing

The phrase ‘fast casual’ did not yet exist in the early 1990s as a formal category. Restaurant analysts and industry observers would coin it later to describe exactly what Chipotle and a handful of contemporaries were doing: food that was faster and cheaper than casual dining, more thoughtful and ingredient-conscious than fast food, served in an environment that was cleaner and more pleasant than a drive-through but didn’t require a server or a reservation. Chipotle did not set out to create this category. It stumbled into it by being precisely what Steve Ells needed it to be — a chef-run operation that couldn’t afford to be sloppy.

The operational logic was unusual from the start. The menu was aggressively narrow. When Chipotle opened, it served burritos, tacos, and not much else. There was no kids’ menu, no seasonal special, no attempt to be all things to all customers. The result was a kitchen that could move very fast without sacrificing quality, because every person on the line was doing the same things in the same order every single day.

The ingredients themselves were a step above what anyone in the fast food category was using. Ells sourced whole cuts of meat rather than processed products. He used fresh produce rather than canned or frozen. He made his salsas from scratch each morning. None of this was advertised in those early years — it was simply the way a CIA-trained chef set up a kitchen.

Fast food in 1993 was not a category known for transparency, quality, or the involvement of anyone with culinary training. McDonald’s, Burger King, Taco Bell, and their peers had spent four decades perfecting the industrialisation of food — the reduction of ingredients to their most stable, uniform, shelf-stable form, optimised for consistency and cost above all else. They were very good at what they did. What they were not doing, and had no mechanism to do, was give customers a reason to feel good about the food they were eating beyond the immediate pleasure of eating it. Chipotle, without consciously positioning itself as an alternative, was doing exactly that.

Students at the University of Denver who lined up at that first store on East Evans Avenue were not making an ideological choice. They were hungry and the burritos were enormous and delicious and reasonably priced. But the experience of watching your food be made in front of you, with ingredients you could identify and request, created something that a McDonald’s visit did not: a small, quiet sense that you had made a decent choice. Not a sacrifice. Not health food. Just — food that felt honest.

That feeling, manufactured without marketing, grown organically through the basic mechanics of a well-run kitchen, was the seed of everything that would follow. The brand that would eventually be worth tens of billions of dollars was, in its earliest form, just a chef who cared about what went into the food and a line of college students who could tell the difference.


The Deeper Mechanics

There is a version of the Chipotle origin story that attributes everything to luck — the right product in the right city at the right moment, a thousand burritos a day as proof of cosmic timing. That version is satisfying but wrong, and it is worth pausing here to examine exactly why things worked the way they did, because the mechanics of Chipotle’s early success are more instructive than the mythology.

Begin with the narrow menu. At the time, the narrowness felt like a constraint — a twenty-eight-year-old chef with $85,000 and no business experience could only manage so many things at once. In retrospect, it was the single most important structural decision Chipotle ever made. And it was not a new one.

The McDonald brothers learned the same lesson forty-five years earlier, under more dramatic circumstances. When Richard and Maurice McDonald opened their first restaurant in San Bernardino, California, in 1940, they ran a conventional drive-in barbecue joint — carhops on roller skates, a menu of twenty-five items, the full spread of a mid-century American roadside diner. It was successful. It was also, as they eventually realised, a mess. In 1948, after noticing that nearly 87% of their revenue came from just three items — hamburgers, french fries, and soft drinks — they closed the restaurant for three months and reopened it as something entirely different. The carhops were gone. The barbecue was gone. The menu had been cut to nine items. In its place stood what they called the Speedee Service System: a kitchen designed on factory-line principles, borrowed from Henry Ford’s automobile plants, where each of twelve crew members did one specific task repeatedly, with pre-assembled components and a single-minded focus on the three items that had always been paying the bills. When they reopened, their old regulars heckled them. The carhops they had fired came back to mock the experiment. For a few weeks, it looked like a catastrophic mistake.

Then something shifted. Working families began to arrive — drawn by 15-cent hamburgers, by the cleanliness of a counter they could walk up to, by the speed of a kitchen that could turn an order in seconds rather than minutes. The french fries, which the brothers had perfected with obsessive attention to the specific variety of potato and the temperature of the oil, became the talk of San Bernardino. Revenue doubled. Then doubled again.

The lesson the McDonald brothers discovered in 1948, and which Ells independently proved in 1993, is one of the most consistently ignored principles in business: that the fastest path to excellence is to do fewer things. Not because simplicity is a virtue in the abstract, but because human attention, kitchen capacity, supply chains, and training time are all finite resources — and when you spread them across twenty-five items, you get twenty-five average products. When you concentrate them on three, or five, you get something that customers can actually taste the difference in. The french fry that made McDonald’s famous was not the result of a better recipe. It was the result of two men with enough time and focus to get obsessive about one thing because they had stopped trying to do everything else.

Ells arrived at the same place through the same route. The narrowness of his menu gave him the time and the kitchen capacity to do everything properly — to braise a whole cut of chicken rather than open a processed product, to make the guacamole that morning, to give the salsa flavour rather than merely heat. Had he tried to open the broader restaurant he actually wanted — the fine-dining French establishment, with its wine list and pastry programme and service team — those same instincts would have been diluted across dozens of dishes. Chipotle worked in part because there was so little of it that everything that was there could be done right.

The choice of customer was equally deliberate, even if Ells did not frame it that way at the time. He placed the first store near the University of Denver not because he had built a demographic model, but because he needed high foot traffic and cheap rent, and a university neighbourhood offered both. What he found there, without looking for it, was the ideal early customer for exactly the kind of business he had built. Students eat out constantly, limited not by preference but by the absence of a functioning kitchen. They have real but bounded budgets — enough for a $6 burrito every day, not enough for a $20 lunch. They repeat. They are creatures of habit in a way that office workers and families are not: if a student finds a lunch they like near campus, they will eat it four times a week for four years. And they talk, with an efficiency that no advertising budget can replicate, because the social graph of a university campus is one of the densest and most trust-based networks in civilian life. A good meal at a new place travels from one dormitory floor to an entire campus in a week.

Ells knew this not because he had studied it but because he had lived it recently. He had been a university student in Colorado. He remembered the specific hunger of that life — not for junk food, not for fine dining, but for something in between that did not yet exist. Something fast enough for a gap between classes. Something filling enough to last until the evening. Something that felt, without requiring any particular effort on the eater’s part, like a reasonable choice rather than a capitulation. This is the kind of customer knowledge that cannot be acquired through research, because it lives in memory and in the body rather than in data. Bezos chose books as Amazon’s first product not because a spreadsheet told him to, but because he was a reader who understood with granular precision why a physical bookstore’s limitations frustrated him. Ells chose burritos and students not through analysis but through recognition: he was building what he himself had needed, in a place where he knew that need existed, for people who were close enough to his own recent experience that he could feel their hunger as his own.

That founder-as-customer compression eliminates an entire category of risk. Most new businesses fail not because the product is bad but because the founder is solving a problem they have never personally experienced, for a customer they can only imagine. Every assumption about what that customer wants, how much they will pay, how often they will return, has to be consciously constructed and then tested against reality. Ells did not need to construct any of that. The customer was him. The problem was one he had felt. The solution was what he wished had existed.

What he added, that those earlier versions of himself had not had access to, was a chef’s training. The assembly line at Chipotle looked like the fast food assembly line the McDonald brothers had invented in San Bernardino. It operated on the same principles — narrow menu, specialised stations, high volume, consistent execution. But what moved along Ells’s line was categorically different from what moved along a McDonald’s line, because the ingredients had been selected and handled by someone who knew what good ingredients felt like in his hands.

This is where the open kitchen becomes something more than an operational layout. In a traditional fast food restaurant, the kitchen is hidden because there is nothing particularly reassuring about watching processed food being assembled from industrial components under fluorescent lights. The wall between the customer and the kitchen is, in some sense, a necessary mercy. Ells had no reason to build that wall, because there was nothing to hide. His kitchen looked the way it did because a classically trained chef had designed it to work efficiently and to treat the ingredients with the attention they deserved. The transparency was a byproduct of confidence, not a marketing strategy.

But what it did to the customer standing on the other side of that counter was profound and, it turns out, psychologically measurable. When you watch your food being assembled in front of you — when you can see the colour of the guacamole, choose your salsa, reject the portion if it looks stingy — several things happen that do not happen at a drive-through. You develop agency over the outcome. You witness labour, which makes the price feel justified. You evaluate the ingredients with your own eyes, which means the restaurant’s implicit claim that they are worth evaluating is already doing its work. And you become a participant in the transaction rather than a passive recipient of a bag. That participation creates ownership. You chose this meal




The Question Ells Couldn’t Answer

















