
 
  

Zomato's First-Mover Advantage 

Idea In Short

Zomato's leadership in India's food-tech market rested less on being first and more on what
it did after arriving first. The company that began as a menu-sharing website in 2008 built a
durable business, yet its reluctance to lock in restaurant and customer loyalty early let
Swiggy close the gap through exclusive contracts. The lesson for any market pioneer is
direct: securing the earliest position in a category creates an opening, not a guarantee.
Zomato converted that opening into scale through acquisitions, a paid membership program,
a business-to-business supply arm and eventually a public listing, but it also spent years
correcting for relationships it should have cemented sooner. Executives evaluating first-
mover strategies should treat control of strategic resources, not timing alone, as the
deciding factor.

A Menu-Sharing Website Becomes a Market Category

Deepinder Goyal and Pankaj Chaddah, two analysts at the consulting firm Bain and
Company who had graduated from the Indian Institute of Technology in Delhi, grew
frustrated with a simple office problem in 2008: nobody could find a current restaurant
menu without calling around or walking to the building lobby. They scanned the menus
stacked near their cafeteria and put them on an internal website so colleagues could browse
food options from their desks. The site, named Foodiebay, spread well beyond their own
office within months and became the largest restaurant directory in Delhi and the National
Capital Region in under a year.1 Goyal and Chaddah left their consulting jobs in late 2009 to
run the venture full time, and by 2010 they renamed the company Zomato and began
expanding beyond India.

The rebrand also came with a mission statement the founders repeated in interviews and
internal communications for years afterward.

Never have a bad meal
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That single line framed Zomato's early identity as a restaurant discovery and review service
rather than a delivery company. Students, young professionals and office workers used it to
compare menus, prices and reviews before choosing where to eat, and the platform built its
brand around trustworthy information rather than logistics. Delivery, ordering and payments
were added later, once Zomato already had a large base of restaurant listings and user
reviews that a new entrant would have struggled to replicate quickly.

Building a Position Through International Expansion

Once Zomato had proven the model in India, it pursued rapid international growth by
acquiring smaller platforms in other countries rather than building each market from scratch.
The company bought Urban Spoon in the United States and Cibando in Italy, among other
deals, to gain instant restaurant listings and local user bases in new geographies. This
approach let Zomato claim a presence in roughly two dozen countries within a few years, a
scale that few Indian internet companies had achieved by that point.

The expansion also exposed weaknesses that a slower, more deliberate growth path might
have avoided. Managing local competitors, regulatory differences and cultural expectations
across dozens of markets proved harder than acquiring the platforms themselves, and in
2015 Zomato laid off around 300 employees in the United States as part of a broader
correction to its international operations. The layoffs reflected a mismatch between the
talent Zomato had hired during its acquisition spree and the organizational culture it actually
needed to execute consistently across markets. Leadership drew a clear lesson from that
period: geographic expansion works only when the people running each market share the
company's operating principles, regardless of the country they sit in.

Swiggy's Challenge to Zomato's Lead

As Zomato scaled internationally, a domestic rival built specifically around delivery logistics
rose to challenge it directly. Swiggy, founded a few years after Zomato, invested heavily in
its own delivery staff instead of relying solely on restaurant-run delivery, which gave it more
control over delivery times and service quality. It also offered cash-on-delivery as a
payment option in a market where many customers remained wary of online payments, and
it built a customer support operation that reduced friction for both diners and restaurant
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partners.

The more consequential move Swiggy made was contractual rather than operational.
Swiggy locked in exclusive or preferential listing arrangements with restaurant partners,
tying their business to the platform and raising the cost of listing with a competitor. India's
Competition Commission later found that both companies used exclusivity clauses and
pricing-parity requirements that restricted restaurants from working freely with rival
platforms, with Zomato reportedly offering restaurants lower commission rates in exchange
for exclusivity and Swiggy warning some partners that their platform rankings would fall if
they broke price parity.2 Swiggy also became a food-tech unicorn in its own right, and by
2020 its private valuation had reached roughly $3.6 billion, close enough to Zomato's own
valuation to make the rivalry an existential one rather than a minor irritant.

Where the First-Mover Advantage Slipped

First-mover advantage theory holds that the earliest entrant into a market can secure a
durable edge by claiming scarce resources before competitors arrive, including distribution
relationships, supplier contracts, prime locations or proprietary data that later entrants
cannot easily replicate.3 The theory also carries a well-documented caveat: arriving first
only helps if the pioneer actually locks down those resources, because a fast follower with
better execution can erase a head start that was never converted into a binding advantage.
Zomato's two most valuable resources were its restaurant partners and its end-user
customers, and its early entry gave it first access to both groups years before Swiggy
existed.

Zomato identified these two resources correctly but did not secure them the way the theory
would recommend. Customers could switch between Zomato and a new app with almost no
cost, since there was no subscription, no stored loyalty benefit and no contractual reason to
stay loyal to one platform over another. Restaurants faced a similarly low barrier to listing on
multiple platforms at once, which meant Zomato's early relationships never hardened into
exclusive arrangements the way Swiggy's later did. Swiggy, entering the market after
Zomato, studied this gap and closed it deliberately through the exclusive contracts
described earlier, effectively taking the resource-control advantage that theory says should
have belonged to the pioneer.

Diversification Through New Products and Acquisitions
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Facing a rival that had neutralized much of its early lead, Zomato shifted toward
diversification rather than trying to out-execute Swiggy on delivery logistics alone. It
launched Zomato Gold in 2017, a paid membership offering complimentary meals and drinks
at partner restaurants, which raised average restaurant bill volumes by roughly 35 percent
for participating outlets and gave Zomato a second revenue stream beyond restaurant
advertising. The membership model also served a strategic purpose beyond direct revenue,
since it gave restaurants a reason to stay closely tied to Zomato's platform rather than
treating it as one interchangeable listing among several.

Zomato pursued the same diversification logic through acquisitions and new business lines
outside its core discovery and delivery product. It built Hyperpure, a business-to-business
supply operation that sells ingredients and kitchen supplies directly to restaurant partners,
reaching more than 2,000 restaurant customers within a few years of launch and giving
Zomato a reason to stay embedded in a restaurant's daily operations beyond order volume.
In January 2020, Zomato acquired Uber's food delivery business in India in an all-stock
transaction reported at roughly $206 million, a deal that gave Uber a stake of just under 10
percent in Zomato and pushed the combined entity's share of India's food delivery market to
around 55 percent.4 Removing one of the market's larger players consolidated Zomato's
position at a moment when Swiggy remained its only significant domestic rival.

From Private Unicorn to Public Company

Zomato's diversification and consolidation strategy set up the company for a public listing
that few Indian internet companies of its era had attempted. Zomato filed for an initial public
offering (IPO) and listed on the Bombay Stock Exchange and the National Stock Exchange in
July 2021, pricing shares at 76 rupees before the stock opened more than 50 percent higher
on its debut day. The listing pushed Zomato's market capitalization past 1 trillion rupees, or
roughly $13 billion, making it one of the largest publicly traded consumer internet companies
in India at the time and a closely watched test case for whether loss-making technology
platforms could sustain public market valuations.5

The public company that emerged from the IPO looked considerably different from the
menu-sharing website Goyal and Chaddah had started. Zomato went on to acquire the quick-
commerce grocery delivery service Blinkit, and by 2025 the parent company changed its
registered name from Zomato Limited to Eternal Limited, keeping Zomato as one of four
operating brands alongside Blinkit, Hyperpure and the dining and events platform District.6
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The rename signaled that the company's leadership no longer viewed food delivery as its
sole identity, mirroring the same diversification instinct that had shaped its response to
Swiggy years earlier.

Zomato's history offers a direct lesson for anyone relying on first-mover status as a strategy
in itself. Being early to a market gave the company access to restaurants and customers
before any competitor existed, but access alone did not translate into a defensible position,
because Zomato left switching costs low for both groups during its most important growth
years. Swiggy studied that gap and closed it through its own delivery fleet and exclusive
restaurant contracts, turning a later entry into a genuine competitive threat. Zomato
recovered ground not by reversing that mistake directly but by diversifying into membership
programs, business supply services and acquisitions that gave restaurants and customers
new reasons to stay. The company's eventual public listing and later rebrand as Eternal
Limited reflect a business that treats its original food-tech category as one part of a larger
portfolio rather than its entire identity. The underlying strategic point holds regardless of the
company: securing resources matters more than arriving first.

1Zomato's Founding Timeline On Wikipedia
2Competition Commission Findings On Exclusivity Practices
3First-Mover Advantage Definition And Examples
4Zomato's Acquisition Of Uber Eats India
5Zomato's Stock Market Debut Coverage
6Zomato's Rename To Eternal Limited
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