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How Al learnt to love ads

OpenAl began rolling out advertising on ChatGPT to select users this week as it seeks to raise revenues that justify
its enormous valuation. Experts say its rivals will almost certainly follow suit.
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In May 2024, the big question for OpenAl was how it would make money with its revolu-
tionary ChatGPT tool. At a talk at Harvard, chief executive Sam Altman was asked if he

might consider advertising in future.

His answer was unequivocal. “I would just disclose, as a personal bias, that I hate ads,” he
said. They would be “like a last resort for us as a business model”.

Advertising had its place as a way for the early internet to make money, he said, “but I
think they do sort of somewhat fundamentally misalign a user’s incentives with the com-
pany providing the service”.

Grafting ads on to Al, he added, was “uniquely unsettling” to him.

Eighteen months on, Altman appears to have changed his mind. Faced with the commer-
cial necessity of making money to justify the lofty valuations now being placed on AI plat-
forms, OpenAl started testing ads on ChatGPT this week.

With advertisers being asked to commit at least $200,000 in spend to appear in results,
OpenAl is targeting an ambitious goal of generating billions in revenue this year, accord-
ing to people close to the company. That would make it one of the world’s top advertising
platforms; Netflix, which introduced ads at the end of 2022, reported advertising revenues
of about $1.5bn last year. OpenAl declined to comment.
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The ChatGPT rollout will mark the opening of a new sector for marketers keen to be
among the first to be front of mind — and prompt — when consumers ask questions.

Dentsu, the Japanese agency that is one of a number to have partnered with OpenAl for
the rollout, estimates that more than half of customers will find brands through an AI-gen-
erated summary by the end of 2027.

The search engines that defined the last generation of advertising are being displaced by
conversational Al and answer engines, according to Kate ScottDawkins, global president
for business intelligence at WPP Media.

With these kinds of Al-assisted platforms, she says, “one could imagine a company like
Google or Amazon applying what they know about a logged-in and consented user . . . to
suggest video content, purchases and even travel bookings”.

OpenAT’s advertising rollout comes as the start-up is under increasing pressure to demon-
strate that its powerful consumer product, which sparked a generative Al revolution, can
become a meaningful source of revenues for the company.

OpenAl has started at $60 per 1,000 impressions for advertisers, according to people
familiar with the matter, a high price similar to the one Netflix set when it introduced ads.
It has already signed up companies across consumer, hospitality, retail, software and
travel.

James Denton-Clark, chief growth officer of Stagwell Europe, says that “early demand is
predominantly from large, sophisticated advertisers due to the pilot’s minimum invest-
ment requirement in the low six figures”.

Jessica Tamsedge, chief executive of Dentsu Creative UK&I, calls the opportunity a “no-
brainer for advertisers”, pointing to the surge in the share price of Walmart after it
announced a partnership with OpenAl.

Clients are already seeing “much higher quality traffic” from ChatGPT compared with clas-
sic search engines, says Nikhil Lai, principal analyst at Forrester. “OpenAl is making a cal-
culated bet on the fact that the response rates from consumers in ChatGPT will be high
enough to justify the upfront cost of the advert.”

The question is whether advertising will be good for OpenAl, as it seeks to shore up reven-
ues ahead of a potential initial public offering and amid fierce competition from rivals such
as Google and Anthropic, which have so far held off on bringing ads into their core chatbot
products, Gemini and Claude.

Some say the core promise of Al chatbots could be undermined if people start to believe
that they are being spun marketing lines. “I bet a lot of users will be more guarded in what
they say to ChatGPT because they don’t want their info used for ad targeting,” says David
Rand, a professor at Cornell University.
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Although OpenAl says private conversations will not be used to serve advertising, it will
display ads based on what is relevant to the question a user asks. “This breaks the core
value proposition,” Rand adds. “If users are afraid to share personal context, the AI
becomes less helpful, making the product worse.”

OpenAl is being cautious about its entry into the world of advertising. It is currently test-
ing ads for free adult users in the US only, and has chosen to display ads separately from
ChatGPT’s answers, below relevant conversations, with a clear message that the chatbot’s
responses will not be influenced by advertising and that free users can opt out of advert-
ising for a limited number of daily messages.

“It behaves like a billboard in the sense that it generates demand and builds awareness in a
way that wouldn’t occur without it,” says Lai.

But it has formidable rivals in the space. The tech sector has based its meteoric growth
over the past two decades on an increasing dominance of the advertising market, with the
ability to keep search engines free linked to the marketing that comes with their use, from
display ads to recommended links.

Digital advertising now accounts for about three-quarters of the more than $1tn global ad
market and Google is the dominant player in the sector, with advertising revenues of
$82.3bn in the fourth quarter of 2025, up about $10bn from the previous year.

However, having siphoned off revenue from traditional TV and print advertising markets,
Google and other giants such as Meta and Amazon are now facing threats to their well-
oiled advertising machines.

Google has already introduced advertising into its AI mode, a chat interface that sits
within traditional search, and AI overviews, its summaries posted at the top of search res-
ults.

But it has not done so with Gemini so far, which may help it win over consumers from
other free Al chatbots that serve ads. It can afford to hold off because it has huge revenues
from its existing ad business, analysts say.

“This, to me, is not good news for OpenAl. They don’t have the [abilities that] Google and
Amazon do to serve highly relevant ads,” says Lai. “You have to trust that OpenAl is going
to serve relevant advertising. I think it’s right to be sceptical of OpenATI’s ability to do that
consistently.”

As capital expenditures at tech companies grow rapidly to build and maintain data centres
for the computing power required to run and train Al, advertising revenues will have to
keep pace to give the companies the necessary financial resources.

That gives the tech giants an advantage, says Luke Stillman, managing director at con-
sultancy Madison and Wall. “You’re in an arms race between the big players to maybe out-

https://ft.pressreader.com/article/281638196658063



2/16/26,2:14 AM How Al learnt to love ads
last their competition, and certainly the businesses with the huge existing successful busi-
nesses have more of a runway to outlast the other competitors.”
For OpenAl, he adds: “It kind of feels like throwing spaghetti at the wall, and they just
need to generate more revenue in all possible ways, so why not introduce advertising as
well?”

Anthropic, one of the start-up’s main rivals, is taking a prominent stand against advert-
ising.

The company has focused on developing Al tools for business, with about 80 per cent of its
anticipated revenues coming from enterprise customers, compared with between 40 and
50 per cent for OpenAl.

Weeks after OpenAl announced its decision, Anthropic released an ad campaign setting
out its different approach. “Ads are coming to Al,” ran the tag. “But not to Claude.”

But marketers say that, just as Google relied on advertising to fund the rollout of “free”
services such as search and email, most AI-powered alternatives are certain to follow suit.

Indeed, the irony of Anthropic using a TV medium that is at risk of losing relevance to new
platforms was not lost on advertising executives, who predict that their marketing clients
will soon turn to ad-supported chatbots to reach their consumers rather than costly TV
ads.

Revenues from advertising on search engines grew 10.2 per cent to $244.9bn in 2025,
according to WPP Media, with an increasing share of this being taken by Al-assisted chat-
bots and browsers. It said that commerce ad revenue could be cannibalised as consumers
choose to start their journey with a chatbot rather than a retailer.

“Just as search revolutionised digital display, Al is about to transform search advertising,”
says Mark Read, former chief executive of WPP.

Yet despite OpenAl’s ambitious targets, advertising bosses expect that it will take a while
to scale up.

“The potential in the first year is going to be quite muted,” says WPP’s ScottDawkins. “It’s
a great start . . . [but] it takes time to get the services, and the ad sales team and the tech
scaled up.”

Moving too quickly brings risks, says Denton-Clark of Stagwell, who concedes that OpenAl
could undermine its core product if not careful. “The challenge for OpenAl is clear,” he
says. “If ads compromise the integrity of answers, they will erode the trust that makes
ChatGPT valuable.”

But ad executives have little doubt that chatbots are the next frontier, giving them access
to consumers who may have already decided what they want even if they are still looking
for answers.
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“If you know someone is shopping for a new car, that’s a valuable person to reach,” says
Scott-Dawkins. “They’re already in the market. You know what they’re looking for.”
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