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C ompanies developing advanced AI find themselves at a critical juncture. Some 
have transformed from research labs to product companies, others from social 
media platforms and internet giants to competitors in the race toward general-
purpose artificial intelligence. Recently, these frontier AI companies have faced 

increasing scrutiny as to whether their business models and corporate structures will 
generate enough revenue to justify the billions of dollars of investments they and their 
business partners are making.1,2

But there has been less focus on the implications of their business model and corporate 
structure choices for users, both positive and negative. Business models based on targeted 
advertising in chatbot outputs, for example, will create incentives to collect as much user 
information as possible, including potentially from the highly personal conversations some 
users have with chatbots, which inexorably will raise risks to user privacy. We need to pay 
attention not only to the financial viability of frontier AI companies, but also to how the 
choices they make in pursuit of that goal may affect users’ rights and interests.    

1	 See, e.g. Max Zahn, “Will AI ever make big profits? Experts weigh in as bubble fears loom,” ABC 
News, November 28, 2025, https://perma.cc/7VSU-5HDG. 

2	 “$2 trillion in new revenue needed to fund AI’s scaling trend - Bain & Company’s 6th annual Global 
Technology Report,” Bain & Company, September 23, 2025, https://perma.cc/YNS5-H87N. 

https://cdt.org/staff/miranda-bogen/
https://cdt.org/staff/nathalie-marechal/
https://perma.cc/7VSU-5HDG
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In this brief, we consider five prominent players — Google, Meta, Anthropic, OpenAI and 
xAI — representing a mix of public and private companies as well as different corporate 
structures, market orientations, and product offerings. We explore the array of business 
models that are currently being implemented or considered as well as the corporate 
structures at play, and analyze the incentives they will likely introduce and the related 
choices companies may make around product features, model development and safety, 
data collection and use, and key policy and advocacy positions. The examples provided 
necessarily represent a snapshot in time of an extraordinarily fast-moving space, and are 
intended to provide concrete anchors to illustrate the incentives and impacts that may be 
implicated by each path. Our findings are based on desk research using both primary and 
secondary sources, including company websites, financial statements, speeches by company 
executives and staff, interviews, podcast appearances, news reporting, and analysis from 
experts and civil society organizations.

Business models
Subscriptions
[OpenAI]  [Google]  [xAI]  [Anthropic]  (Meta3)

While all of the companies we reviewed offer some access to their AI models for free, the 
most immediately visible business model for generative AI products has been monthly 
subscriptions, typically including both basic ($20-30 per month) and pro ($200-300 per 
month) offerings.4 A small portion of companies’ user bases pay a subscription; as of January 
2025, 20 million consumers (four percent of OpenAI’s user base) paid for a plan, with a far 
smaller group of 125,000-150,000 Pro subscribers.5 Subscriptions make up the majority of 
OpenAI company’s revenue, but even with anticipated subscriber growth and price increases, 
the company is expected to face a revenue shortfall, putting pressure on the company to 
find additional  sources of revenue.6 Anthropic’s subscriptions make up a substantially lower 
proportion of the company’s revenue, while Google offers both standalone and bundled 

3	 Parentheses indicate that the company has been considering or testing this approach.

4	 Maxwell Zeff, “Elon Musk’s Xai Launches Grok 4 alongside a $300 Monthly Subscription,” TechCrunch, 
July 10, 2025, https://perma.cc/S757-HBH2.; Amir Efrati and Stephanie Palazzolo, “OpenAI Revenue 
Surged from $200-a-Month CHATGPT Subscriptions,” The Information, January 28, 2025, https://
www.theinformation.com/briefings/openai-revenue-surged-from-200-a-month-chatgpt-subscriptions

5	 Stephanie Palazzo and Amir Efrati, “ChatGPT Revenue Surges 30%—in Just Three Months,” The 
Information, April 1, 2025, https://www.theinformation.com/articles/chatgpt-revenue-surges-30-just-
three-months.

6	 Mike Isaac and Erin Griffith, “OpenAI Is Growing Fast and Burning Through Piles of Money,” New 
York Times, September 27, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/27/technology/openai-chatgpt-
investors-funding.html.

https://perma.cc/S757-HBH2
https://www.theinformation.com/briefings/openai-revenue-surged-from-200-a-month-chatgpt-subscription
https://www.theinformation.com/briefings/openai-revenue-surged-from-200-a-month-chatgpt-subscription
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/chatgpt-revenue-surges-30-just-three-months
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/chatgpt-revenue-surges-30-just-three-months
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/27/technology/openai-chatgpt-investors-funding.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/27/technology/openai-chatgpt-investors-funding.html
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access to its AI tools along with other subscription offerings.7 Meta is 
reportedly also testing a consumer subscription for its chatbot. 

Unlike many traditional software and digital products, generative 
AI tools incur marginal costs for each use, and current prices of 
standalone subscriptions to AI tools appear to leave large gaps 
between existing revenue and both fixed and marginal costs.8 To 
reduce resulting shortfalls, several providers have begun throttling 
power users and are reported to be considering raising prices 
for certain subscription tiers. Subscription providers typically 
complement this business model with others like API fees, 
advertising, and enterprise and federal contracts.9 Those companies 
that have taken on substantial investment are expected to face 
significant pressure to find new sources of revenue in coming years.

7	 Jerry Dischler, “Google Workspace Enables the Future of AI-Powered 
Work for Every Business,” Google Workspace Blog, updated April 28, 2025, 
https://perma.cc/VV2D-WS23.

8	 Doug, Dylan Patel, Wei Zhou, and AJ Kourabi, “GPT-5 Set the Stage for Ad 
Monetization and the SuperApp,” SemiAnalysis, August 12, 2025, https://
perma.cc/PAN4-JGE9. 

9	 Kevin McLaughlin and Stephanie Palazzolo, “XAI Moves Closer to Starting 
an Enterprise and Government Business,” The Information, May 20, 2025, 
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/xai-moves-closer-starting-
enterprise-government-business.

Figure 1. Individual pricing plans 
for Claude as of December 2025. 

Source: Anthropic.

https://perma.cc/VV2D-WS23
https://perma.cc/PAN4-JGE9
https://perma.cc/PAN4-JGE9
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/xai-moves-closer-starting-enterprise-government-business
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/xai-moves-closer-starting-enterprise-government-business
https://claude.com/pricing
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Analysis

In addition to financial metrics like monthly recurring revenue, key business metrics 
for subscription services typically include conversion rate, or the acquisition of 
noncustomers or free users to paid customers, and churn rate, or the proportion of 
customers who end their relationship with a business over a given time period. Efforts 
to grow or maximize either metric involves demonstrating sufficient value to end-
users to justify the price of the service, especially when reasonably comparable free 
alternatives exist and switching costs are low.10,11 Indeed, OpenAI describes tracking 
metrics like daily, weekly, and monthly recurring use since they show that “ChatGPT 
is useful enough to come back to” and subscribe to, emphasizing that such metrics 
mean the company’s goals are aligned with users’ interests. 

Importantly, though, a subscription model can raise privacy issues. If users subscribe 
at least in part because they find features like personalization and memory to be 
useful, or they want to rely on agentic tools that deeply understand their intentions 
and preferences and engage in transactions that require personal details, AI 
companies will need substantial access to personal and sensitive data to include in 
the model’s context. And AI companies’ long-term goals to train ever larger and more 
advanced models mean they may choose to opt in users by default to their interaction 
data being used for model training and improvement. Alternatively, in exchange for 
higher prices, enterprise subscribers typically enjoy some additional protections 
against their proprietary data being accessed or used for model training as well as 
limitations on data retention.12 In each of these scenarios, users’ data will be integral to 
choices about business models and the need for revenue, with attendant implications 
for users’ privacy.

APIs
[OpenAI]  [Google]  [xAI]  [Anthropic]  [Meta]

In addition to offering access to models through user interfaces, many AI model developers 
allow customers to call models via application programming interfaces, or APIs, either directly 
or through third parties like cloud providers Google, Amazon, and Microsoft or tools like 
Cursor. Customers typically pay for API use on a per-token basis, or the amount of data that is 
processed as part of prompts or input or generated as output. 

10	 Stephanie Palazzolo, “This One-Year-Old Startup Is Hoping to Be the Next Google—	
Can It Succeed?,” The Information, January 8, 2024, https://www.theinformation.com/articles/this-
one-year-old-startup-is-hoping-to-be-the-next-google-can-they-succeed.

11	 Stephanie Palazzolo, “New Data Show OpenAI’s Viral Growth Among Startups. Can It Last?,” 	
The Information, October 12, 2023, https://www.theinformation.com/articles/new-data-show-
openais-viral-growth-among-startups-can-it-last.

12	 For instance, OpenAI allows enterprise customers to request zero data retention (ZDR) in some 
cases. See OpenAI, “Enterprise Privacy at OpenAI,” OpenAI, updated June 4, 2025, https://platform.
openai.com/docs/guides/your-data#zero-data-retention.

https://perma.cc/3Y3H-7349
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/this-one-year-old-startup-is-hoping-to-be-the-next-google-can-they-succeed
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/this-one-year-old-startup-is-hoping-to-be-the-next-google-can-they-succeed
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/new-data-show-openais-viral-growth-among-startups-can-it-last
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/new-data-show-openais-viral-growth-among-startups-can-it-last
https://platform.openai.com/docs/guides/your-data#zero-data-retention
https://platform.openai.com/docs/guides/your-data#zero-data-retention
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Figure 2. A selection 
of the 11000+ models 
available via API 
through Microsoft 
Foundry as of 
December 2025. 

Source: Microsoft.

API fees appear to contribute a notable portion of revenue for model developers 
like Anthropic and OpenAI, with the former deriving a sizable majority of its 
revenue from API services and the latter bringing in around a quarter of its 
revenue from its API offerings.13 When a company’s model is offered through a 
third party platform like Microsoft Azure or Google Cloud, or specialized coding 
tools like Cursor and GitHub Copilot, the platform and model provider typically 
share revenue to some degree.14, 15, 16, 17

While Meta primarily offers its foundation models in the form of downloadable 
model weights and has positioned itself as a champion of open source AI, it also 
makes its models available through an API both directly as well as through third 
parties.

13	 Michael Nuñez, “Anthropic Revenue Tied to Two Customers as AI Pricing War 
Threatens Margins,” VentureBeat, August 8, 2025, https://perma.cc/WM9X-5LT7.

14	 Maria Heeter, Amir Efrati, and Stephanie Palazzolo, “OpenAI’s Annualized Revenue 
Tops $1.6 Billion as Customers Shrug Off CEO Drama,” The Information, December 30, 
2023, https://www.theinformation.com/articles/openais-annualized-revenue-tops-1-6-
billion-as-customers-shrug-off-ceo-drama.

15	 Jon Victor and Stephanie Palazzolo, “Anthropic Projects Soaring Growth to 
$34.5 Billion in 2027 Revenue,” The Information, February 12, 2025, https://www.
theinformation.com/articles/anthropic-projects-soaring-growth-to-34-5-billion-in-
2027-revenue.

16	 Sylvia Varnham O’Regan, Theo Wayt, and Aaron Holmes, “Meta’s Search for AI 
Clout Takes It Into New Terrain,” The Information, August 21, 2024, https://www.
theinformation.com/articles/metas-search-for-ai-clout-takes-it-into-new-terrain.

17	 Maxwell Zeff, “Elon Musk’s xAI Launches Grok 4 alongside a $300 Monthly 
Subscription,” TechCrunch, July 9, 2025, https://perma.cc/S757-HBH2.

https://perma.cc/WM9X-5LT7
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/openais-annualized-revenue-tops-1-6-billion-as-customers-shrug-off-ceo-drama
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/openais-annualized-revenue-tops-1-6-billion-as-customers-shrug-off-ceo-drama
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/anthropic-projects-soaring-growth-to-34-5-billion-in-2027-revenue
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/anthropic-projects-soaring-growth-to-34-5-billion-in-2027-revenue
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/anthropic-projects-soaring-growth-to-34-5-billion-in-2027-revenue
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/metas-search-for-ai-clout-takes-it-into-new-terrain
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/metas-search-for-ai-clout-takes-it-into-new-terrain
https://perma.cc/S757-HBH2
https://perma.cc/S2NR-2357
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Analysis

The proportion of existing or planned revenue a company takes from API fees can 
signal whether a company is prioritizing consumer products or business-to-business 
services. Business use of third-party models via API means that data, including user 
data, will flow to those third parties, which may not be immediately apparent to users 
interacting with an AI tool powered by the model being called. Users of business 
services, at least, typically enjoy firmer commitments around what the company 
providing services will and won’t do with data that users provide. Developers may 
also be more sensitive to expectations of deployers around documentation practices 
and other disclosures that deployers need in order to conduct risk management. This 
dynamic has the potential to better create business incentives for B2B developers 
to invest in governance, safety, and responsibility, though for these market forces to 
bear out, robust competition in the developer ecosystem is critical. Such forces may 
be weaker when customers are not engaging directly with developers but rather 
selecting models more passively through platforms like Microsoft Azure or Cursor, 
where raw product quality and utility may be the most accessible dimension of 
comparison. Documentation of AI artifacts and institutional risk management choices 
such as model cards, system cards, and corporate disclosures can be helpful tools for 
enterprise and other API customers to compare options and make informed decisions 
about which provider(s) and/or tool(s) to use.

Advertising and affiliate marketing
[Meta]  [Google]  [xAI]  [OpenAI] 

Despite adoption of and experimentation with other sources of revenue, the infrastructure, 
energy, expertise, and data typically needed to train advanced AI models remains prohibitively 
expensive, which has led to speculation about whether and when companies will attempt 
to leverage their audiences and data to power advertising.18 Several companies already use 
advertising as a primary business model for their non-AI services, and these companies 
seem to have moved quickly to explore the potential of ads in the context of generative AI. For 
example, Meta’s Mark Zuckerberg has explicitly noted the company’s intention to introduce 
ads into its Meta AI product (in addition to integrating a variety of AI-powered features to its 
traditional advertising tools)19; the company’s CFO has emphasized that its long-term  
revenue strategy includes increasing the price of ads, driven by improved ad performance, 
as well as increasing the number of ads that are displayed,20 and the company announced 

18	 Martin Peers, “AI Firms Get Religion on Marketing,” The Information, May 8, 2025, https://www.
theinformation.com/articles/ai-firms-get-religion-marketing.

19	 Meta Platforms, Inc., “First Quarter 2025 Results Conference Call,” April 30, 2025, 	
https://perma.cc/4MZ9-422J.

20	 Shak Chee Hoi, “Meta Q4 2024 Earnings Call: Strong Revenue Growth amid AI Investments,” 	
Fifth Person, March 7, 2025, https://perma.cc/Q94P-2DVE.

https://www.theinformation.com/articles/ai-firms-get-religion-marketing
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/ai-firms-get-religion-marketing
https://perma.cc/4MZ9-422J
https://perma.cc/Q94P-2DVE
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that it will use users’ conversations with Meta AI for ad targeting within the 
company’s other products.21 Moreover, Meta is integrating its chatbots into 
existing ad-supported services such as Instagram, presumably under the 
belief that doing so will increase engagement and power greater ad revenues. 
Google now offers certain advertisers the ability to display ads in its AI 
Overviews and AI Mode for search.22 

OpenAI’s Sam Altman has at times hesitated to endorse advertising as a 
strategy the company would pursue, describing concerns that introducing 
native or in-line advertising within purely conversational interfaces would lead 

21	 Clare Duffy, “Meta Will Soon Use Your Conversations with Its AI Chatbot to Sell You 
Stuff,” CNN, October 1, 2025, https://perma.cc/22MY-PGQ3.

22	 Google India Team, “Google Marketing Live 2025: Driving Growth with Search, 
YouTube & AI,” Google India Blog, July 10, 2025, https://perma.cc/FSG5-FMQB, 

Figure 3. Google ads in  
AI Overview. 

Source: The Verge.

https://perma.cc/22MY-PGQ3
https://perma.cc/FSG5-FMQB
https://perma.cc/JM8N-B4KK
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to a rapid erosion of trust,23 but appears to have shifted his position over time.24 Indeed, OpenAI 
hired as its CEO of Applications a former Meta executive who was in charge of introducing ads 
into the Facebook News Feed and dramatically scaling them on Instacart as CEO.25, 26 While 
the company has not announced plans to integrate advertising, leaked internal memos suggest 
active work on the matter and external engineers have uncovered references in app code 
suggesting potential ad integrations.27

Even if they opt not to pursue the most direct approach of native advertising in chatbot 
interfaces, many of the companies we analyzed appear to be exploring the possibility of 
seeking revenue through recommendations for products and services, for which companies 
could charge affiliate marketing fees.28 Affiliate revenue models are widespread on product 
recommendation blogs like the New York Times’ Wirecutter, where the New York Times 
earns a fee whenever a reader clicks through to (for instance) an Amazon page and makes 
a purchase. This approach could prove even more appealing as companies roll out agentic 
products that may be able to search for, compare, and purchase products or engage with 
service providers on peoples’ behalf. OpenAI is already building the infrastructure it would 
need to begin taking in affiliate revenue: it has begun rolling out a dedicated product-
recommendation interface in ChatGPT to “find, compare, and buy products.” When users 
ask questions that have to do with product recommendations, this interface forms part of 
ChatGPT’s response, and includes images, brand logos, and — critically — direct links to 
third-party vendors.29 As of this writing, the products that are recommended via this interface, 
per OpenAI, are “chosen independently and are not ads,”30 and ranked “purely on relevance 

23	 Chance Townsend, “Sam Altman Open to Ads on ChatGPT, Calls Instagram Ads ‘Kinda Cool’,” 
Mashable, June 23, 2025, https://perma.cc/YNC7-9QSJ.

24	 Sam Altman said “Modifying the model’s output based on who pays for the ad would be a trust-
destroying moment.” See Trishla Ostwal, “Sam Altman Says GPT-5 Coming This Summer, Open to 
Ads on ChatGPT—With a Catch,” Adweek, June 18, 2025, https://perma.cc/L4RE-HQPA.

25	 “OpenAI Expands Leadership with Fidji Simo,” OpenAI, May 7, 2025, https://openai.com/index/
leadership-expansion-with-fidji-simo/.

26	 Davy Rothbart, “Delivering Instacart’s Next Chapter,” Sequoia Capital, February 26, 2024, 	
https://perma.cc/RAM6-KE64.

27	 Berber Jin, “OpenAI Declares ‘Code Red’ as Google Threatens AI Lead,” Wall Street Journal, 
December 2, 2025, https://www.wsj.com/tech/ai/openais-altman-declares-code-red-to-improve-
chatgpt-as-google-threatens-ai-lead-7faf5ea6.

28	 Ben Thompson, “An Interview with OpenAI CEO Sam Altman About Building a Consumer 
TechCompany,” Stratechery, March 20, 2025, https://perma.cc/2JKF-U9FB; OpenAI, “Sam Altman on 
AGI, GPT-5, and What’s Next — The OpenAI Podcast Ep. 1,” The OpenAI Podcast, June 18, 2025, video, 
16:22, https://perma.cc/RCD4-S9XJ.

29	 OpenAI (@OpenAI), “Shopping We’re experimenting with making shopping simpler and faster to find, 
compare, and buy products in ChatGPT...,” X (formerly Twitter), April 28, 2025, 4:06 PM, 	
https://perma.cc/9YFC-DC2E.

30	 OpenAI (@OpenAI), “Shopping We’re experimenting with making shopping simpler and faster to find, 
compare, and buy products in ChatGPT...,” X (formerly Twitter), April 28, 2025, 4:06 PM, 	
https://perma.cc/9YFC-DC2E.

https://perma.cc/YNC7-9QSJ
https://perma.cc/L4RE-HQPA
https://openai.com/index/leadership-expansion-with-fidji-simo/
https://openai.com/index/leadership-expansion-with-fidji-simo/
https://perma.cc/RAM6-KE64
https://www.wsj.com/tech/ai/openais-altman-declares-code-red-to-improve-chatgpt-as-google-threatens-ai-lead-7faf5ea6
https://www.wsj.com/tech/ai/openais-altman-declares-code-red-to-improve-chatgpt-as-google-threatens-ai-lead-7faf5ea6
https://perma.cc/2JKF-U9FB
https://perma.cc/RCD4-S9XJ
https://perma.cc/9YFC-DC2E
https://perma.cc/9YFC-DC2E
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to the user,”31 but Altman has floated the idea of the company receiving 2 percent of the 
purchase price as an affiliate fee32 (an amount lower than typical existing market rates, which 
can vary depending on product or services).33

Unlike the other companies investigated, Anthropic has not publicly contemplated integrating 
advertising of any kind into Claude, perhaps as a result of its strategy to focus on B2B offerings.

Analysis

For companies already structured around advertising, incentives to improve the 
performance of existing ads are strong. With increasing scrutiny on the use of third-party 
data for advertising, platforms are eager to create more sources of first-party data34 — that 
is, data generated on their own platform — and to leverage that data to serve ads that 
are most likely to lead to purchases, since such ads command higher prices than less 
effective ads. Interactions between users and chatbots and other AI products have the 
potential to provide immense amounts of data that is highly revealing of user preferences 
and interests and thus for ad targeting. In addition, chatbots, as well as other AI-powered 
products and services, provide a new surface on which to display ads (e.g., ads that 
appear adjacent to chatbot outputs or are integrated in the responses themselves). 

Although advertising-based business models can provide benefits to users (e.g., enabling 
companies to provide access to services without charging a subscription or other fee), 
reliance on advertising-based business models can warp the incentives around user 
privacy. They create a clear motive to collect as much data as possible to use for ad 
targeting. Histories of chatbot interactions collected for memory and personalization, for 
example, can also be used for ad targeting. In addition, many of the other concerns that 
have arisen from ad-based business models for other online services will apply equally or 
with greater force to the extent these emerge in AI products and services. A few examples 
include (a) the potential for targeting to discriminate based on characteristics such as race 
or gender or even political or religious views, particularly given the often revealing nature 
of chatbot interactions; (b) a greater incentive to maximize user engagement, which has 
been demonstrated to increase the risk of harms stemming from chatbot use35; and (c)  

31	 “Buy It in ChatGPT: Instant Checkout and the Agentic Commerce Protocol,” OpenAI, September 29, 
2025, https://perma.cc/87LS-9Q9W.

32	 Ben Thompson, “An Interview with OpenAI CEO Sam Altman About Building a Consumer Tech 
Company,” Stratechery, March 20, 2025, https://perma.cc/6LEN-WA2Xy.

33	 Elise Dopson, “50 Best Affiliate Programs for Marketers and Creators (2026),” Shopify Blog, updated 
December 1, 2025, https://perma.cc/TB77-PHNB.

34	 Diego Pineda, “Why 1st-Party Data Is the Future of AI-Driven Advertising,” StackAdapt, April 17, 2025, 
https://perma.cc/LN3X-CC9R.

35	 Michal Luria and Amy Winecoff, “A.I. Labs Want More of Your Time. That’s a Serious Problem,” 
Compiler, November 25, 2025, https://perma.cc/3N3N-R9A5.

https://perma.cc/87LS-9Q9W
https://perma.cc/6LEN-WA2X
https://stratechery.com/2025/an-interview-with-openai-ceo-sam-altman-about-building-a-consumer-tech-company
https://perma.cc/TB77-PHNB
https://perma.cc/LN3X-CC9R
https://perma.cc/3N3N-R9A5
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the potential to mislead users to the extent that ads are not clearly identified and 
differentiated (e.g., product recommendations in response to user queries are influenced 
by payments but not disclosed to users). At the same time, AI products may offer 
potentially more effective ways of addressing these issues (e.g., in some contexts, natural 
language interfaces may allow for more effective transparency to users).

Meanwhile, affiliate marketing, which e-commerce platforms report can be four times 
as effective as ads,36 is on the rise.37 On one hand, affiliate revenue is somewhat distinct 
from paid placement, where a platform gets a fee in exchange for displaying a product 
to a viewer; with affiliate revenue, the platform can retain editorial discretion over what 
gets displayed to the user, but gets a fee when the user makes a purchase based on what 
they see. On the other hand, the extent to which this distinction mitigates concerns about 
financial relationships unduly impacting recommendations may depend on the structure 
of the affiliate incentives. For instance, if certain vendors or service providers pay 
substantially more in affiliate fees, an AI provider may be motivated to consider financial 
return alongside or above user satisfaction, which could lead the company to recommend 
more lucrative products or services more often, even if there are alternatives that users 
might find equally suitable. An example of this dynamic is apparent in Facebook’s ad 
auction where, in addition to considering an advertiser’s bid, the platform also considers 
a person’s likelihood of taking action on the ad and other measures of ad quality, aiming 
to balance revenue with relevance.38 The mirror image could very well take shape in 
an affiliate fee structure, where the recommended product or service first considers 
relevance to the user but is modified by predicted revenue.

An affiliate marketing or referral-style business model could lead AI tools to take on the 
dynamics of online influencers, and raise questions about what AI systems ought to 
disclose about whether a recommendation was financially motivated, or whether the AI 
system might be receiving some kind of preference in another context (akin to an influencer 
receiving free products to review) in exchange for surfacing the product to a wider 
audience. In some domains, such as healthcare, laws prohibit remuneration for certain types 
of referrals, so AI providers would need to ensure compliance with these statutes.39 

As AI companions are increasingly marketed as “friends,” this business model can cause 
significant concern as the line between “friend” and advertiser gets blurred. Typically, 

36	 Charlotte Muzzi, “How to Improve Affiliate Marketing Conversion Rates,” Shopify Blog, 	
December 30, 2024, https://perma.cc/LQD6-8LPR.

37	 Jeremy Goldman, “Affiliate Marketing Spending to Reach Nearly $16 Billion by 2028,” eMarketer, 
October 25, 2024, https://perma.cc/B9TP-GBY8.

38	 Meta, “About Ad Auctions,” Meta Business Help Center, accessed December 4, 2025, 	
https://perma.cc/JY8U-L9FU.

39	 E.g. see U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Inspector General, 	
“Fraud & Abuse Laws,” accessed December 4, 2025, https://perma.cc/DE96-6MJJ.

https://perma.cc/LQD6-8LPR
https://perma.cc/B9TP-GBY8
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people understand that an advertiser has a self-interest in promoting its own products, 
but friends in general do not have the same incentives — as a result, we often take 
recommendations from friends more seriously. As these AI “friends” come to know 
everything about the user and can take that into account when deciding to provide an 
advertisement, the opportunity for persuasion bordering on manipulation increases (e.g., 
Is the user more susceptible to purchases late at night, or did they just go through a 
traumatic event, or are they going through a health issue?) Despite the deeply problematic 
implications, such highly personalized advertisements may nonetheless drive advertisers’ 
desired outcomes, supporting higher ad prices and contributing to AI companies’ strong 
financial incentive to find ways to tap into their unprecedentedly deep knowledge and 
analysis of their users to persuade them to take actions they would not otherwise take.

Such a business model can also easily easily bleed into lead generation marketing — that is, 
selling information that consumers are interested in a product or service. Lead generators 
are typically middlemen who aim to collect signals of intent and sell them to service 
providers. Lead generation is common in industries like healthcare, legal services, staffing, 
and higher education — and concerningly, is known to contribute to the peddling of harmful 
products like payday loans and for-profit universities.40 Lead generators might offer lucrative 
commissions to AI providers (who might not realize that they are promoting harmful 
products) since they expect to earn even more from the business or service providers 
seeking to access people most likely to engage in a major financial transaction. Businesses 
typically pay higher rates for “qualified” leads, or people who meet a set of conditions such 
as eligibility to apply for a loan (information an AI tool could easily elicit), which would make 
such a business model even more appealing for lead generators to exploit.

Commerce, transactions, and marketplaces
[OpenAI]  [Google]  [Meta]  (Anthropic)

Beyond directing users to external vendors and service providers, many AI leads envision an 
emerging ecosystem of AI agents, tools that interact with one another and operate on behalf 
of users and business, often in the context of commerce, and product strategies stem in 
part from this vision. For instance, some AI providers are beginning to integrate commercial 
transactions and marketplaces natively, where users can make purchases directly within AI 
apps. Google announced a native checkout feature in its AI Mode tool in May,41 and OpenAI 
followed suit, launching in-app purchasing for goods from marketplace and e-commerce 
platforms Etsy and Shopify. 

40	 Upturn, “Led Astray: Online Lead Generation and Payday Loans,” October 2015, 	
https://perma.cc/635K-3JLY; U.S. PIRG Education Fund and Center for Digital Democracy, 	
“Private For-Profit Colleges and Online Lead Generation: Private Universities Use Digital Marketing 
to Target Prospects, Including Veterans, via the Internet,” May 4, 2015, https://pirg.org/edfund/
resources/private-for-profit-colleges-and-online-lead-generation/.

41	 Lilian Rincon, “Shop with AI Mode, Use AI to Buy and Try Clothes on Yourself Virtually,” Google Blog, 
May 20, 2025, https://perma.cc/A982-B2DQ.
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The company also open sourced what it calls a standard for AI commerce, 
the “Agentic Commerce Protocol,” which it explains will enable other 
merchants to make products available for purchase directly in ChatGPT 
as well as other agentic tools.42 Merchants pay a “small” fee, the amount of 
which they have declined to publicly disclose, for completed transactions.43 
Meta and X have actively pursued adding payment tools to their platforms, 
but as of the writing of this brief have not made clear their plans about 
integrating payments or checkout into their AI offerings. Meta is also 
leaning into AI-powered business messaging to attract more merchants 
and companies to transact within Meta tools by offering in-conversation 
personalized product recommendations and tools to drive customer 
conversion; the company has made the tool free to advertisers and is 
considering charging fees for integrating the tool into companies’ own 
websites.44 

42	 Belle Lin, “OpenAI Lets Users Buy Stuff Directly Through ChatGPT,” Wall Street 
Journal, September 29, 2025, https://www.wsj.com/articles/openai-lets-users-
buy-stuff-directly-through-chatgpt-db8a93f9.

43	 Belle Lin, “OpenAI Lets Users Buy Stuff Directly Through ChatGPT,” Wall Street 
Journal, September 29, 2025, https://www.wsj.com/articles/openai-lets-users-
buy-stuff-directly-through-chatgpt-db8a93f9.

44	 Jonathan Vanian, “Meta Wants to Bring Its Business AI Chat Tools to Third-
Party Websites,” CNBC, October 2, 2025, https://perma.cc/Z7R5-HPSA.

Figure 4. OpenAI has 
introduced so-called 
agentic commerce within 
ChatGPT, allowing users  
to search for and 
purchase products 
within the conversational 
interface.  

Source: OpenAI.
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Some companies appear to be pursuing strategies involving app marketplaces, 
building tools and releasing software developer kits and open protocols that 
could enable additional in-app features as well as catalyzing ecosystems of AI-
enabled services. For instance, Anthropic released an open protocol, called the 
Model Context Protocol (MCP), to enable AI systems like Claude to interact with 
external tools, and curates a directory of tools that have enabled connections 
with Claude such as Asana, Paypal, and Zapier. Developers can request to be 
included in the directory, contingent on Anthropic’s approval and conformity 
with the company’s Connecters Directory policy.45 While app developers do 
not need to pay in order for their apps to be featured, only paid users of Claude 
can currently use Connectors, potentially a play to convert free users to higher 
tiers.46 OpenAI is also leaning on tool use: after experimenting with the GPT 
Store, a feature that let users share customized versions of ChatGPT and receive 
payment based on user engagement,47 OpenAI introduced Apps, or third party 
tools integrated directly into ChatGPT (enabled in part by the MCP protocol). 
Initial apps include Booking.com, Expedia, Coursera, Spotify, and Zillow, and 
while details on revenue structure at the time of announcement were slim, 
OpenAI leaders indicated intent to support monetization of apps in the future, 
such as through the ChatGPT’s Instant Checkout feature.48

45	 “Anthropic MCP Directory Policy,” Claude Support, accessed December 4, 2025, 
https://perma.cc/X3B5-DNAT.

46	 “Discover Tools That Work with Claude,” Anthropic, July 14, 2025, https://claude.
com/blog/connectors-directory.

47	 “Introducing the GPT Store,” OpenAI, January 10, 2024, https://openai.com/index/
introducing-the-gpt-store/.

48	 Maxwell Zeff, “OpenAI Launches Apps inside of ChatGPT,” TechCrunch, October 6, 
2025, https://perma.cc/5L9B-CWF4.

Figure 5. OpenAI has 
introduced apps inside 
ChatGPT. As of December 
2025, a handful of  
apps are in preview for 
certain account tiers 
Source: OpenAI
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Analysis

In many ways, product choices in this thematic area resemble the “platform plays” 
tech companies pursued in recent decades, aiming to capture and leverage for 
profit significant elements of emerging ecosystems. Revenue strategies are typically 
not fully executed, nor even finalized, immediately; rather, companies aim to attract 
a broad user base, leverage network effects, and build two-sided markets, or 
intermediaries that facilitate interaction between two groups like buyers or sellers.49 
One could easily imagine AI companies charging or increasing fees for these features, 
or introducing revenue-sharing with app developers, which leads to questions about 
how platforms will recommend or prioritize apps that provide services that compete 
with one another.50 OpenAI has said it plans to “prioritize the user experience above 
all else,” but lessons from digital advertising suggest that considerations for user 
preference can still be combined with revenue interests by considering bids for app or 
product placement along with or as a tie-breaker for user preference.  

Some have speculated that companies may have already recognized that foundation 
models are becoming commoditized and so are pursuing strategies related to the 
apps and agentic tools built on top of them,51 which could bring with it many familiar 
business model plays and their implications, such as anticompetitive practices to “lock 
in” platform users or raise prices among a captive market.

Government contracts
[Google]  [xAI]  [OpenAI]  [Anthropic]  [Meta] 

Globally, government contracting represents trillions of dollars in business annually,52 and AI 
providers are turning towards government clients, both domestically and internationally, as a 
major source of potential profit. In 2024, for instance, contracts for IT products and services 
across civilian agencies within the U.S. federal government amounted to $17.5 billion,53 and 

49	 Geoffrey G. Parker, Marshall W. Van Alstyne, and Sangeet Paul Choudary, Platform Revolution:  
How Networked Markets Are Transforming the Economy—and How to Make Them Work for You 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2016).

50	 Maxwell Zeff, “OpenAI Launches Apps inside of ChatGPT,” TechCrunch, October 6, 2025, 	
https://perma.cc/5L9B-CWF4.

51	 Stephanie Palazzo and Amir Efrati, “ChatGPT Revenue Surges 30%—in Just Three Months,” 	
The Information, April 1, 2025, https://www.theinformation.com/articles/chatgpt-revenue-surges-30-
just-three-months.

52	 Open Contracting Partnership and Spend Network, “How Governments Spend: Opening up the 
Value of Global Public Procurement,” 2020, https://perma.cc/2NEV-YUT8.

53	 Mona Sehgal, “A Snapshot of Government-Wide Contracting for FY 2024 (Interactive Dashboard),” 
WatchBlog: Following the Federal Dollar, U.S. Government Accountability Office, June 24, 2025, 
https://perma.cc/QD7W-PRR4.
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AI-related contracts accounted for at least $270 million in 2022.54 To take advantage of this 
lucrative marketplace, Google,55 Meta,56 OpenAI,57 Anthropic,58 and xAI59 all now offer “for 
government” versions of their products that are purportedly tested and fine-tuned to adhere 
to government privacy, security, and performance standards. 

AI providers use several different contracting vehicles and government partnerships to offer 
their services directly to public agencies. These include government-wide initiatives — such 
as OpenAI’s recent partnership with the German government60 — as well as standalone 
contracts with individual public agencies for discrete projects or for a fixed number of licenses 
or subscriptions for employees — such as Google’s contract with Nevada’s Department of 
Employment, Training, and Rehabilitation to analyze unemployment benefits determinations61 
or the Pentagon’s contracts with Anthropic, Google, OpenAI and xAI valued at up to $200 
million.62 Moreover, some AI providers, like Google, have existing contracts with government 
agencies and offer access to AI products, often for free and without explicit approval from 
their government clients, as part of existing contracts for enterprise-wide IT services. The 
video conferencing platform Zoom, for example, added access to the provider’s AI tool to any 
government agency with an existing paid contract for Zoom for Government.63 Most recently, 

54	 Christian Schoeberl, “Tracking Industry in Government Contracts,” Center for Security and Emerging 
Technology, Georgetown University, July 19, 2023, https://perma.cc/6VT5-NJBA.

55	 Karen Dahut, “Introducing ‘Gemini for Government’: Supporting the U.S. Government’s 
Transformation with AI,” Google Cloud Blog, August 21, 2025, https://perma.cc/WX58-3KZK.

56	 Joel Kaplan, “Strengthening US National Security by Making Llama Available to Key Allies,” 	
Meta, September 23, 2025, https://perma.cc/C8AR-Q7B3.

57	 “Introducing OpenAI for Government,” OpenAI, June 16, 2025, https://openai.com/global-affairs/
introducing-openai-for-government/.

58	 Anthropic, “Responsible AI That Meets Government Needs,” accessed December 4, 2025, https://
www.claude.com/solutions/government.

59	 “Announcing xAI for Government,” xAI, July 14, 2025, https://x.ai/news/government.

60	 OpenAI, “SAP and OpenAI Partner to Launch Sovereign ‘OpenAI for Germany,’” OpenAI, 	
September 24, 2025, https://openai.com/global-affairs/openai-for-germany/.

61	 Todd Feathers, “Google’s AI Will Help Decide Whether Unemployed Workers Get Benefits,” 	
Gizmodo, September 10, 2024, https://perma.cc/K5JJ-WGZ4.

62	 Frank Konkel, “Pentagon Awards Multiple Companies $200M Contracts for AI Tools,” Nextgov, 	
July 14, 2025, https://perma.cc/HF3B-BK74.

63	 Zoom, “Zoom for Government Platform Expands with Zoom AI Companion, Receives FedRAMP® 
JAB Authorization,” Zoom News, September 16, 2024, https://perma.cc/665Y-NBQL.
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a number of major AI providers — including Google,64 Meta,65 OpenAI,66 Anthropic,67 and xAI68 
— inked deals with the General Services Administration to provide all U.S. federal agencies 
with access to their models at low or no cost for one year.

Analysis

Government contracting is an appealing line of business for AI providers and other 
technology companies because of its relative stability and potential to serve as a long-
term predictable source of income. Indeed, vendor lock-in — the process by which 
government agencies become dependent on a specific vendor such that the costs 
of switching to a new vendor outweigh improvements and cost-savings that may be 
realized from such a switch — is a common issue across the government.69 As a result, it 
is a strategic imperative for AI providers to integrate their products rapidly and at-scale 
throughout government agencies in order to reap the potential benefits of a fixed revenue 
stream once their tools become essential to an agency’s operations or services, leading 
many major AI companies to offer public agencies time-limited access to their models for 
low or no cost. 

Beyond the direct financial gains that AI providers hope to realize from working with public 
agencies, government contracts also present the potential for AI companies to access vast 
amounts of data held by public agencies to train and fine-tune their models using information 
that would be otherwise inaccessible, though an increasing number of AI providers are 
committing to not use government data for model training without explicit approval.70 

At the same time, government use of AI can be fraught. Companies may become aware 
of — and face heightened responsibility for — human rights impacts or abuses by their 
government customers, particularly related to defense purposes, and will need to decide 
how to respond. Microsoft, for example, faced protests for providing cloud services to 
the Israeli military during the course of its operations in Gaza, leading the company to 
stop providing certain capabilities to the Israeli Ministry of Defense.71 While Anthropic 

64	 U.S. General Services Administration, “GSA, Google Announce Transformative ‘Gemini for 
Government’ OneGov Agreement,” August 21, 2025, https://perma.cc/Q5ME-UTJX.

65	 U.S. General Services Administration, “GSA, Meta Collaborate to Accelerate AI Adoption Across the 
Government,” September 22, 2025, https://perma.cc/55M9-WPG5.

66	 U.S. General Services Administration, “GSA Announces New Partnership with OpenAI, Delivering 
Deep Discount to ChatGPT Gov-Wide Through MAS,” August 6, 2025, https://perma.cc/E82T-KKSX.

67	 U.S. General Services Administration, “GSA Strikes Another OneGov Deal with Anthropic to Offer 
Claude AI to All Branches of Gov for Just $1,” August 12, 2025, https://perma.cc/ZJA5-H25U.

68	 U.S. General Services Administration, “GSA and xAI Partner on $0.42 per Agency Agreement to 
Accelerate Federal AI Adoption,” September 25, 2025, https://perma.cc/W69X-63T4.

69	 Nihal Krishan, “Major Government Tech Contractors Use Monopolistic Vendor-Lock to Drive 
Revenue, Study Says,” FedScoop, January 30, 2023, https://perma.cc/9FKT-G57B.

70	 Allison Stanger, “DOGE Threat: How Government Data Would Give an AI Company Extraordinary 
Power,” The Conversation, March 6, 2025, https://perma.cc/EE6Y-2CB6.

71	 Natalie Sherman, “Microsoft Cuts Off Some Services Used by Israeli Military Unit,” BBC News, 
September 25, 2025, https://perma.cc/B7N4-LDAQ.
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has contracted with the U.S. defense apparatus, the companies’ policies prohibiting 
law enforcement from leveraging its models for domestic surveillance have limited how 
agencies like FBI, Secret Service, and Immigration and Customs Enforcement can use the 
company’s models, reportedly frustrating the White House.72

If AI companies become too reliant on government contracts, though, government leaders 
may use that relationship to exert leverage over their operations or policy postures. 
During a public dispute between President Donald Trump and Elon Musk, for instance, 
the president threatened to cancel contracts with Musk’s companies.73 In the summer 
of 2025, the Trump Administration issued an Executive Order that leverages the federal 
government’s contracting power to require that AI providers modify their products to 
adhere to the Administration’s ideological priorities.74 The United States government has 
also demonstrated recent willingness to acquire sizable stakes in public companies75, 
and some commentators have even floated the idea of nationalizing frontier AI labs and 
enabling a sort of new Manhattan Project in the interest of national security.76 Such moves 
would significantly complicate the influence the government has over AI companies.

Devices
[Meta]  [Google]  [OpenAI]  [xAI]

In addition to research and development of AI models, multiple frontier AI companies are 
pursuing strategies to either launch or grow markets for devices that can serve as vehicles for 
AI-powered experience, or embed their AI in existing consumer devices. For example, Meta 
continues to sell AI glasses in partnership with well-known eyewear brands, integrating its 
Meta AI chatbot and other tools into the devices, while OpenAI acquired Apple former lead 
designer Johnny Ive’s startup for over $6 billion to pursue physical AI products.77 

72	 Benj Edwards, “White House Officials Reportedly Frustrated by Anthropic’s Law Enforcement AI 
Limits,” Ars Technica, September 17, 2025, https://arstechnica.com/ai/2025/09/white-house-officials-
reportedly-frustrated-by-anthropics-law-enforcement-ai-limits/.

73	 Courtney Albon, “Pentagon Taps Four Commercial Tech Firms to Expand Military Use of AI,” Defense 
News, July 15, 2025, https://perma.cc/C383-MVYQ; Reed Albergotti, “Anthropic Irks White House 
with Limits on Models’ Use,” Semafor, updated September 17, 2025, https://perma.cc/4Y8S-R5YQ.

74	 White House, “Preventing Woke AI in the Federal Government,” Executive Orders, July 23, 2025, 
https://perma.cc/9AY5-NPWT.

75	 Rishabh Mishra, “Trump Administration Now Holds Stakes in 5 Public Companies: Here’s a List—
INTC, MP, LAC and More,” Yahoo Finance, October 7, 2025, https://finance.yahoo.com/news/trump-
administration-now-holds-stakes-023008085.html.

76	 Charles Jennings, “There’s Only One Way to Control AI: Nationalization,” Politico, August 20, 2023, 
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/08/20/its-time-to-nationalize-ai-00111862.

77	 John Ruwitch, “OpenAI Forges Deal with iPhone Designer Jony Ive to Make AI-Enabled Devices,” 
NPR, May 22, 2025, https://perma.cc/E2KZ-BLWE.
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Figure 6. 
Meta Ray-
Ban Display 
AI glasses. 
Source: 
Meta.

Google, meanwhile, has announced that existing devices from watches to tablets to cars will 
integrate the company’s Gemini models.78 And xAI appears to be working to integrate its Grok 
chatbot into the Optimus line of humanoid robots.79

Analysis

Despite the notable failure of devices like Google Glass and more recently the Humane AI pin, 
devices nevertheless remain components of some companies’ business strategies. Leaders see 
such devices both as new platforms for ambient computing and as necessary tools to gather the 
context necessary to power all-purpose AI assistants.80 Depending on whether they are audio- 
or video-enabled, AI-powered devices present increased privacy risks for both users — smart 
glasses are designed to capture signals like eye tracking and telemetry data, and Meta recently 
launched a “neural” wristband to connect subtle hand movements to the company’s glasses 
interface — and bystanders due to ambient data capture with, often, insufficient notice. While 
Meta has not released facial recognition capabilities on its glasses, a pair of Harvard students 
easily hacked a way to add the capability to the devices, raising concerns about how easily 
they could be used for doxxing and surveillance.81 Even without cameras, ambient listening of 
devices like Amazon Echo and its AI interface Alexa have raised significant privacy concerns 
in recent years, particularly when it was revealed that humans were reviewing audio data in 
order to train AI models. Stored audio and video data could also be vulnerable to hackers, as 
well as requested by law enforcement. But as AI companies exhaust existing multimedia data 
from the internet and private sources to train ever more advanced AI models, such devices and 
the volumes of video and audio data they could produce could prove compelling to companies 
aiming to build “world models” that some deem necessary to advance the AI frontier.82

78	 Alphabet Inc., “2025 Q1 Earnings Call,” April 24, 2025, https://abc.xyz/investor/events/event-
details/2025/2025-Q1-Earnings-Call/.

79	 Stan Schroeder, “Tesla’s Optimus Robot with Grok Shown on Video. We’re Not Impressed,” Mashable, 
September 4, 2025, https://perma.cc/G7BW-W7LN.

80	 See e.g. Cathy Hackl, “Why spatial computing, wearables and robots are AI’s next frontier,” 	
World Economic Forum, April 21, 2025, https://perma.cc/4G7Y-H7WZ 

81	 Kashmir Hill, “Two Students Created Face Recognition Glasses. It Wasn’t Hard,” New York Times, October 
24, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/24/technology/facial-recognition-glasses-privacy-harvard.
html.

82	 John Pavlus, “’World Models,’ an Old Idea in AI, Mount a Comeback,” Quanta Magazine, 	
September 2, 2025, https://perma.cc/69R8-ZZFK.
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Contributing to existing value propositions
[Google]  [xAI]  [Meta] 
 
For established companies, the quickest path to see returns from AI investment has been 
integrating advanced AI tools into existing business strategies. Google, for instance, has 
integrated Gemini into all 15 of its core products, including Android, Chrome, Gmail, Maps, 
Play Store, Search, and Youtube, reaching over half a billion users,83 as well as into Google 
Ads to help advertisers generate copy and visuals and make adjustments to campaigns.84 

In addition to other AI integrations into its ad business, Meta has 
developed a Generative Ads Recommendation Model (GEM) to 
optimize ad results,85 likely under pressure to deliver greater value 
to advertisers in the face of rising ad prices against stagnant 
performance.86 The company has claimed that its use of GEM

83	 Alphabet Inc., 2024 Annual Report, 2024, https://perma.cc/XU9X-UQCW.

84	 Atikah Amalia, “Gemini Now Integrated into Google Ads, Expanding Accessibility for Marketers,” 
ContentGrip, September 20, 2024, https://perma.cc/9852-NBEX.

85	 Meta, “AI Innovations in Meta’s Ad Ranking Driving Advertiser Performance,” Meta for Business, 
March 27, 2025, https://perma.cc/C38R-TJL5.

86	 Anita Ramaswamy, “Meta’s AI May Not Be as Good for Ad Growth as Investors Think,” 	
The Information, February 13, 2025, https://www.theinformation.com/articles/metas-ai-may-not-be-
as-good-for-ad-growth-as-investors-think.

Figure 7. Gemini-powered 
conversational features in 
Google Ads tools.  
Source: Google.
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increased ad conversions by up to 5% (a significant increase in this context) in early tests, 
shared that 4 million advertisers have reportedly used “at least one” of Meta’s generative AI 
ad tools,87 and announced its aim to make ads fully AI-generated by 2026.88 The company also 
announced that it would use people’s interactions with the Meta AI chatbot to personalize ad 
delivery.89 Observers have speculated that xAI could provide value to X (formerly Twitter) by 
enhancing advertising or to Tesla by powering voice assistants for Tesla vehicles.90

Analysis

Unlike upstarts OpenAI and Anthropic, established tech companies are in a 
position to self-fund their investments in artificial intelligence — a reminder of how 
the massive scale of these platforms can be leveraged to extract value from this 
new technology91— but at the same time, public companies like Meta and Google 
will face more immediate pressure to show returns to shareholders or otherwise 
justify their investments. Even xAI, a private company, is enmeshed with other 
Musk-owned companies — SpaceX has invested $2 billion in the company,92 while 
Tesla shareholders sued Musk for diverting the company’s resources to the new 
AI venture.93 Legacy companies are also scrambling to avoid cannibalizing their 
existing businesses with new AI offerings. Google, for instance, risks cannibalizing 
its search and display advertising by presenting information in AI Overviews and 
AI Mode, and has attempted to reassure advertisers that it will offer ads on the new 
surfaces and offer tips to improve visibility in AI results.94 However, if companies 
exposed to shareholders fail to demonstrate the value of their sizable AI investments 
over a reasonable time period, they may face pressure to pull back, leaving room for 
newer entrants.

87	 Catherine Perloff, “Meta Taps Ad Agencies to Help Devise AI Ad Tools,” The Information, 	
February 1, 2025, https://www.theinformation.com/articles/meta-taps-ad-agencies-to-help-devise-
ai-ad-tools.

88	 Patrecia Melania, “Meta AI Ads by 2026: What Marketers Need to Know,” ContentGrip, 	
June 23, 2025, https://perma.cc/JM84-AFY9.

89	 Amir Efrati, “XAI Makes Anthropic Look Cheap,” The Information, March 31, 2025, https://www.
theinformation.com/articles/xai-makes-anthropic-look-cheap.

90	 Amir Efrati, “XAI Makes Anthropic Look Cheap,” The Information, March 31, 2025, https://www.
theinformation.com/articles/xai-makes-anthropic-look-cheap.

91	 Jon Victor and Amir Efrati, “The Good and Bad of Google’s AI Bash,” The Information, 	
November 21, 2024, https://www.theinformation.com/articles/the-good-and-bad-of-googles-ai-bash.

92	 Rebecca Bellan, “Tesla Shareholders to Vote on Investing in Musk’s AI Startup xAI,” TechCrunch, 
September 5, 2025, https://perma.cc/7F6V-5KKC.

93	 Jon Brodkin, “Tesla Investors Sue Elon Musk for Diverting Carmaker’s Resources to xAI,” 	
Ars Technica, June 14, 2024, https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2024/06/tesla-investors-sue-elon-
musk-for-diverting-carmakers-resources-to-xai/.

94	 Garett Sloane, “How Google Is Pitching AI Mode Search Ads,” Ad Age, July 31, 2025, 	
https://perma.cc/3J92-VA4V.

https://www.theinformation.com/articles/meta-taps-ad-agencies-to-help-devise-ai-ad-tools
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/meta-taps-ad-agencies-to-help-devise-ai-ad-tools
https://perma.cc/JM84-AFY9
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/xai-makes-anthropic-look-cheap
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/xai-makes-anthropic-look-cheap
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/xai-makes-anthropic-look-cheap
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/xai-makes-anthropic-look-cheap
https://www.theinformation.com/articles/the-good-and-bad-of-googles-ai-bash
https://perma.cc/7F6V-5KKC
https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2024/06/tesla-investors-sue-elon-musk-for-diverting-carmakers-resources-to-xai/
https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2024/06/tesla-investors-sue-elon-musk-for-diverting-carmakers-resources-to-xai/
https://perma.cc/3J92-VA4V


Center for Democracy & Technology 21

Miranda Bogen, Nathalie Maréchal

Corporate structures

Among the five companies examined in this report we find two publicly-traded corporations 
(Google’s parent company Alphabet, and Meta), one public benefit corporation (Anthropic), 
and two whose legal structures seem to be in flux. OpenAI Global LLC recently announced 
its transition from a for-profit company wholly owned by the non-profit OpenAI Inc to a PBC 
structure. Finally, xAI was founded as a Nevada PBC but quietly changed its status to a for-
profit corporation in 2024.95

Google and Facebook (now Alphabet and Meta) have the most traditional business structures 
as publicly-traded companies. At the time of their respective initial public offerings (IPOs), 
they touted their multi-class share structures as a way to protect founders’ ability to make 
decisions in line with the public interest and/or the long-term interests of the company rather 
than short-term Wall Street interests.96 At the same time, the adoption of this share structure 
means these companies and their leaders may be less responsive to shareholder advocacy 
and other forms of accountability.97 

The remaining three companies are or have been public benefit corporations (PBC or B-Corp). 
A PBC is a for-profit entity that is legally committed to a public interest mission while retaining 
its fiduciary duty to maximize profits. Unlike nonprofits, PBCs are subject to taxation and 
may issue dividends to shareholders. PBCs are expected to consider the impacts of business 
decisions on both shareholders and other stakeholders, as specified by their mission. Some 
states, including Nevada, also require PBCs to publish periodic reports on progress toward 
achieving their mission. PBC status allows a company to simultaneously pursue a public interest 
mission alongside profit, notably by shielding it from shareholder lawsuits alleging that the 
public interest mission undermines the company’s fiduciary duty.98 If the company fails to fulfill 
its public service mission, accountability mechanisms include shareholder resolutions and 
litigation, reporting obligations, and any other state-level requirements.

The mission of PBCs are permitted to remain quite vague. For example, Anthropic’s mission 
is “the responsible development and maintenance of advanced AI for the long term benefit 
of humanity.”99 This mission does not lend itself to measurable milestones, and it’s hard to 
imagine how a plaintiff (whether a shareholder or other stakeholder) could demonstrate the 
company was failing to advance this very general mission. 

95	 Lora Kolodny, “Elon Musk’s xAI Secretly Dropped Its Benefit Corporation Status While Fighting 
OpenAI,” CNBC, August 25, 2025, https://perma.cc/Z2CX-BB8E.

96	 Gregory H. Shill, “The Social Costs (and Benefits) of Dual-Class Stock,” Harvard Law School Forum 
on Corporate Governance, October 16, 2023, https://perma.cc/D8UQ-E9EM.

97	 Jan Rydzak, “It’s Time to Bring Down the Barriers Blocking Shareholders on Human Rights,” 	
Ranking Digital Rights, 2022, https://perma.cc/LS6E-7VWU. 

98	 Billy Perrigo, “How Anthropic Designed Itself to Avoid OpenAI’s Mistakes,” Time, May 30, 2024, 
https://time.com/6983420/anthropic-structure-openai-incentives/.

99	 “Company,” Anthropic, accessed December 4, 2025, https://perma.cc/UD6Z-XJTV.
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OpenAI presents the most complex corporate structure, though the recapitalization 
announced in October 2025 simplified it significantly. OpenAI was created in 2015 as a 
501(c)(3) nonprofit with its stated mission being “to ensure that artificial general intelligence 
(AGI) — by which we mean highly autonomous systems that outperform humans at most 
economically valuable work — benefits all of humanity.”100 It subsequently created a wholly-
owned for-profit corporation, allowing it to solicit investments rather than donations, 
which it explained were needed to obtain the scale of resources necessary to achieve the 
organization’s technical mission.101 (OpenAI, Inc. was the nonprofit parent organization, while 
OpenAI Global, LLC was the main for-profit subsidiary). OpenAI Global, LLC was structured 
as a “capped” for-profit, with returns to investors limited to 100 times the investment made.102 

100	 “OpenAI Charter,” OpenAI, accessed December 4, 2025, https://perma.cc/R95T-TVDK.

101	 “Our Structure,” OpenAI, accessed December 4, 2025, https://openai.com/our-structure/.

102	 Devin Coldewey, “OpenAI Shifts from Nonprofit to ‘Capped-Profit’ to Attract Capital,” TechCrunch, 
March 11, 2019, https://perma.cc/FQ4D-WQDZ. 

Figure 8. OpenAI’s 
corporate structure prior 
its recapitalization in 
October 2025.

Source: Axios.
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The complex structure was intended to ensure that the for-profit subsidiary remained 
governed by the mission-driven nonprofit, while providing opportunities for outside 
investment. However, the nonprofit’s charter left a number of key questions unanswered, 
including how “economically valuable” work should be defined or how OpenAI will know 
that AGI “benefits all of humanity.” The following year, the company announced that OpenAI 
Global, LLC would restructure as a for-profit PBC, with the nonprofit OpenAI, Inc. retaining 
minority ownership and Altman, OpenAI employees, and others receiving equity in the new 
PBC, which would no longer cap investor returns.103 But the plan faced numerous challenges, 
and OpenAI then released an “updated” plan, under which the nonprofit would continue to 
“control” the new PBC and “also be a large shareholder” of the same.104 

In November 2025, OpenAI announced that the nonprofit entity would be renamed as the 
OpenAI Foundation, while the LLC would become OpenAI Group PBC. The Foundation owns 
26% of the OpenAI Group, with the two entities sharing all its Board members save one — 
Dr. Ziko Colter, who chairs the Foundation’s Safety and Security Committee (SSC), and has 
non-voting observer status on the OpenAI Group Board. The SSC is responsible for “providing 
governance over the safety and security practices of all of OpenAI, including OpenAI Group.” 
A second, unspecified member of the Foundation’s Board is due to transition to non-voting 
observer status on the OpenAI Group board by October 2026.105

The OpenAI Foundation’s 26% equity in the PBC makes it the second-largest shareholder, 
after Microsoft’s 27%. Remaining shares are owned by various investors, including current 
and former OpenAI employees. Under the terms of the recapitalization, the OpenAI 
Foundation is set to receive additional equity in the company if the share price increases by 
more than a factor of ten by 2040.106

Anthropic was founded in 2021 by former OpenAI employees to focus on research into AI 
safety. The company structured itself as a PBC from the start, incorporated in Delaware, and 
in 2023 announced the creation of a Long-Term Benefit Trust (LTBT) that it describes as the 
company’s “attempt to fine-tune our corporate governance to address the unique challenges 
and long-term opportunities” of AI.107 The Trust owns special “Class T” shares in the company 
and comprises five “financially disinterested” members who do not own stock in the company, 
with the authority to remove and appoint a gradually increasing number of Anthropic’s 
Directors. At the time of the announcement, the Trust controlled one board seat; the Trust 

103	 Krystal Hu and Kenrick Cai, “Exclusive: OpenAI to Remove Non-Profit Control and Give Sam Altman 
Equity, Sources Say,” Reuters, September 26, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/technology/artificial-
intelligence/openai-remove-non-profit-control-give-sam-altman-equity-sources-say-2024-09-25/.

104	 “Evolving OpenAI’s Structure,” OpenAI, May 5, 2025, https://openai.com/index/evolving-our-
structure/.

105	 “Our Structure,” OpenAI, accessed December 4, 2025, https://openai.com/our-structure/.

106	 “Our Structure,” OpenAI, accessed December 4, 2025, https://openai.com/our-structure/.

107	 Anthropic, “The Long-Term Benefit Trust,” Anthropic, September 19, 2023, 	
https://perma.cc/RN7G-NUT8.
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now elects three out of five Directors, with ordinary shareholders electing the remaining 
two. The stated purpose of this arrangement is to ensure that the Board will account for 
externalities — positive and negative — associated with the development and deployment 
of advanced AI in its future decision-making, alongside financial considerations. Citing the 
Trust’s experimental nature, the setup provides for a mechanism by which a “supermajority of 
stockholders” can amend the Trust’s charter without the consent of the trustees.108

Finally, xAI was created as a Nevada profit corporation in March 2023, then amended its 
charter a month later to become a benefit corporation with a mission “to create a material 
positive impact on society and the environment, taken as a whole.” In May 2024, xAI amended 
its charter once again, shifting back to a for-profit structure while continuing to publicly 
present itself as a PBC — including in court documents pertaining to its November 2024 suit 
against OpenAI. In March 2025, xAI merged with X, the social networking platform formerly 
known as Twitter, in an all-stock transaction.109 The resulting company is privately held under 
a multi-class share structure that seems likely to ensure Elon Musk’s continued control over 
the company.

Analysis

At the time of their respective IPOs, Google (now Alphabet), Facebook (now Meta), 
and other Silicon Valley “unicorns” framed their decisions to primarily issue stock 
without voting rights to ordinary shareholders while retaining majorities of voting 
shares for their founders and other top leaders as a necessary bulwark against 
investor pressure to prioritize short-term returns over users’ best interests. Advanced 
AI companies like OpenAI, Anthropic and xAI have presented similar arguments in 
favor of the PBC structure. Anthropic has also put additional constraints around its 
ability to make decisions that might undermine its public-interest mission. 

None of these company structures, however, seems to have insulated each of these 
companies from increasing pressure to generate revenue from their AI offerings,  
and as discussed above, the various revenue models under consideration for frontier  
AI companies introduce incentive structures that may at times be in tension with  
users’ interests. 

108	 John Morley, David Berger, and Amy Simmerman, “Anthropic Long-Term Benefit Trust,” Harvard Law 
School Forum on Corporate Governance, October 28, 2023, https://perma.cc/U8Y3-NZJ6.
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Conclusion

Companies building AI systems, whether AI-focused startups like OpenAI and Anthropic 
or established tech giants like Google and Meta, have thus far relied heavily on outside 
investment or subsidies from profitable business units rather than revenue from AI products 
themselves. These investments hinge on the promise of future returns that are themselves 
dependent on a specific vision of the future: one in which most economic activity incorporates 
AI tools in one way or another, and people incorporate AI into all aspects of their lives. The 
race to “artificial general intelligence,” or AGI, looms large in that vision of the future. Even if 
that vision of the future does eventually come to pass, companies are already under pressure 
to start earning revenue to tide over their investors (OpenAI, Anthropic) or to increase profit 
margins for existing businesses (Google, Meta). 

In light of that pressure to generate revenue, this brief offers stakeholders a preliminary 
framework through which to make sense of the moves major companies are beginning to 
make and may continue to develop in the coming months and years. The five frontier AI 
companies examined in this report all appear to be pursuing revenue from a combination 
of six potential business models: subscriptions, APIs, advertising and affiliate marketing, 
e-commerce, government contracts, and contributing to existing value propositions. As was 
the case with social media, many of these revenue models create incentives for companies 
to maximize both the time users spend engaging with the product and the data collected 
about each user, and introduce familiar, if intractable, issues of content moderation that 
apply to ads and to chatbot outputs alike. As they develop their product lines, firms should 
carefully consider the incentive structures they are creating and concurrently set up durable, 
countervailing processes to mitigate potential harms to users arising from such incentives. 
Policymakers should likewise consider how law and regulation might usefully shape company 
behavior to protect users and the public interest. 
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