Since its rise to prominence, OpenAl and its flagship product, ChatGPT, have captured widespread attention.
However, a frequent question arises in legal, business, and technology circles: Is OpenAl controlled by Microsoft

because of its dependence on Microsoft's cloud infrastructure?

This blog post unpacks this question carefully, diving into the complex ownership, governance, and operational
realities behind OpenAl. We will explore key terms and concepts, reference OpenAl's legal footing—including the
differences in its European Terms of Use and Rest-of-World Terms of Use—and explain who truly “controls”

OpenAl in its many different capacities.

OpenAl's Corporate Structure: OpenAl, OpenAl Group PBC, and
OpenAl Foundation

It is essential to understand the corporate and legal framework of OpenAl to grasp where influence and control lie.

* OpenAl Group PBC: This is the main entity operating most of OpenAl's commercial activities, including
ChatGPT. A Public Benefit Corporation (PBC) status means it balances profit goals with a broader public

interest mission.

* OpenAl Foundation: This is a nonprofit entity that holds special rights over OpenAl Group PBC's board

appointments and governance, designed to preserve the company’s mission and prevent hostile takeovers.

* OpenAl (the brand and technology stack): The name OpenAl often refers to the collective organization
and the Al models it produces—most notably, ChatGPT is a product fully under the OpenAl Group PBC

umbrella, not a standalone company.

ChatGPT Is an OpenAl Product, Not a Separate Company

A frequent misconception is that ChatGPT operates as a separate company or under Microsoft's umbrella. This is
not the case. ChatGPT is a product created, maintained, and directly operated by OpenAl Group PBC. Microsoft is

a prominent partner and investor but does not own ChatGPT as a distinct entity.

The Four Meanings of Ownership and Control

When exploring whether Microsoft “controls” OpenAl, it's critical to clarify the different dimensions ownership and

control can take:

1. Operator: Who runs the day-to-day systems and infrastructure?
2. Legal Structure: Which entity legally owns the company or product?
3. Economic Stake: Who holds financial interest in the company?

4. Governance Control: Who controls board decision-making and company direction?

1. Operator

Microsoft is indeed the primary cloud operator for OpenAl’s services, hosting much of its compute through Azure.
This means from an infrastructure influence perspective, Microsoft is a vital practical partner but not an owner.
Infrastructure dependence shapes operational partnerships—it gives Microsoft some leverage —but it is not

equivalent to legal or governance control.

2. Legal Structure



Legally, OpenAl Group PBC is the owner of the Al models and ChatGPT service. Microsoft, although a major
investor, is just one shareholder within a complex capital structure. OpenAl Foundation, as a nonprofit, holds

special suprmind.ai governance rights but does not own OpenAl Group PBC outright.

3. Economic Stake

Economic ownership in OpenAl is volatile and often misreported. Microsoft made substantial investments
(reported at nearly $10 billion at times) but the ownership percentages are complex and diluted through financing
rounds, stock options, and other vectors. Economic stakes do not straightforwardly translate into operational

control or policymaking.

4. Governance Control


https://suprmind.ai/hub/insights/who-owns-chatgpt/

The OpenAl Foundation holds unique governance control through special voting rights and board appointment
authority. This nonprofit's mission is to safeguard OpenAl's public benefit commitments against potential
commercial pressures, including influences from investors like Microsoft. Thus, control over strategic company

direction remains largely with OpenAl Foundation rather than Microsoft.

How OpenAl’s Terms of Use Reflect This Reality

Examining OpenAl’'s European Terms of Use and Rest-of-World Terms of Use helps clarify the responsible entities

behind the service.

® The documents consistently identify OpenAl Group PBC as the data controller and service provider —

affirming it as the party legally responsible for ChatGPT.

* Microsoft is not listed as a controller or service provider within these terms, underscoring that while it

operates cloud infrastructure, it does not legally control OpenAl’s user-facing services.

e Differences between the European and global terms mainly reflect regional compliance and data protection

requirements but do not shift the basic ownership or control structure.

Practical Influence vs. Legal Control
The relationship between OpenAl and Microsoft reveals a difference between:

* Practical influence—Microsoft's essential role as cloud infrastructure operator, technology partner, and

investor.

* Legal control—the entities designated by law and governance documents as owning or directing OpenAl's

services.

While infrastructure dependence does grant Microsoft substantial practical influence, it does not equate to legal
control of OpenAl nor absolute governance authority. This distinction matters both for regulatory compliance and

public discourse.

Summary Table: Different Dimensions of “Control” Over OpenAl

Dimension OpenAl Group PBC OpenAl Foundation Microsoft Operator (Day-to-day Management) Yes - owns
and runs ChatGPT, Al products No - nonprofit guardian role Cloud operator (Azure) - provides essential
infrastructure Legal Structure (Ownership Entity) Yes - legal owner No direct ownership, but holds special board
rights No legal ownership of OpenAl Economic Stake (Financial Interest) Yes - company itself No economic stake
Significant but variable investment stake Governance Control (Board and Strategy) Board members appointed by

multiple parties Yes - special voting rights and board appointment power No direct governance control

Conclusion

It is incorrect to say Microsoft "controls” OpenAl in the legal or governance sense. Microsoft is an indispensable
partner providing the cloud infrastructure that OpenAl depends on to operate ChatGPT at scale. This grants
Microsoft considerable practical influence in the technology's delivery and availability, but does not confer

ownership or direct control over OpenAl’s governance.

The unique corporate design—with OpenAl Group PBC as operator, the OpenAl Foundation as governance

guardian, and Microsoft as a major but non-controlling investor and infrastructure provider—reflects the



complexity of Al governance today. As the Al ecosystem evolves, distinguishing between cloud dependency and

legal control will remain key to understanding power dynamics behind Al services.

Further Reading & References

® OpenAl Terms of Use — Rest of World
® OpenAl Terms of Use — Europe
® OpenAl Founding Blog

* Microsoft's Partnership with OpenAl



