OpenAI tests sponsored messages in ChatGPT amid competitive tensions with Anthropic
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OpenAI has begun a limited test inserting sponsored messages into ChatGPT, showing labelled ads to a subset of U.S. users on the free and the $8-per-month Go tiers, the company said in a public announcement and on its social account. "We’re starting to roll out a test for ads in ChatGPT today to a subset of free and Go users in the U.S. Ads do not influence ChatGPT’s answers. Ads are labeled as sponsored and visually separate from the response. Our goal is to give everyone access to ChatGPT for free with… pic.twitter.com/S9BV24uJLb , OpenAI (@OpenAI) February 9, 2026," the firm posted. (Verification: Decrypt, Axios) 
OpenAI said the sponsored content will appear distinct from assistant replies and that Pro, Business and Enterprise subscribers will remain free of advertising. The company also indicated safeguards: ads will not be served to minors or surfaced alongside sensitive subjects such as health or political topics. According to reporting, users on affected tiers can opt out of personalised ads but doing so may reduce the number of free daily messages they receive. (Verification: Decrypt, Axios)
The trial follows an intense public exchange with Anthropic, which during the Super Bowl aired commercial spots that lampooned the idea of ads inside conversational AI. The campaign staged awkward scenarios in which assistants interrupt sensitive conversations with product pitches and concluded with the line: "Ads are coming to AI. But not to Claude." Anthropic framed Claude as remaining advertisement-free, arguing that monetisation of conversational turns would undermine trust. (Verification: MacRumors, Washington Post)
OpenAI’s move marks a notable departure from statements made by its CEO the previous year dismissing advertising as a desirable model for AI, but it also reflects mounting commercial pressures. Internal financial figures and industry reporting show steep losses and heavy infrastructure commitments, while market-share data indicate ChatGPT’s dominance has been eroding amid faster growth by rivals such as Google’s Gemini. Industry coverage has described the shift as part of broader efforts to find sustainable revenue streams, including large potential capital injections from major technology partners. (Verification: Decrypt, Axios, Washington Post)
The rollout was framed internally and publicly as an experiment, leaving open the possibility of changes to how ads are presented or targeted. OpenAI has asserted that sponsored material will not affect the content of ChatGPT’s replies; independent reporting, however, notes the company will use ongoing conversations and prior interactions to personalise adverts, a detail that drew scrutiny from privacy and trust commentators. (Verification: Decrypt, Axios)
The launch deepens competitive tensions between the leading assistant makers as they pursue diverging business models: Anthropic emphasises an ad-free, enterprise-focused offer while OpenAI balances subscription revenue, potential ad income and large-scale infrastructure spending. Both companies are also advancing new product lines aimed at commercial customers, intensifying a race for enterprise deployments and paying users. (Verification: Washington Post, MacRumors)
For now, OpenAI positions the change as a limited experiment intended to broaden access, while critics and competitors argue the presence of adverts, personalised or otherwise, raises questions about neutrality and user experience in conversational AI. Sam Altman responded to Anthropic’s Super Bowl satire with a rebuke on social media that called the campaign "funny" yet "clearly dishonest," a response that itself became part of the public debate over how AI products should be monetised. "First, the good part of the Anthropic ads: they are funny, and I laughed. But I wonder why Anthropic would go for something so clearly dishonest. Our most important principle for ads says that we won’t do exactly this; we would obviously never run ads in the way Anthropic… , Sam Altman (@sama) February 4, 2026." (Verification: Decrypt, Washington Post)
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