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Quick Answer: ChatGPT is easier to use and GPT-5.2 is the strongest general-purpose model

available. But local LLMs have caught up faster than anyone expected. Qwen 2.5 72B beats

GPT-4o on math. DeepSeek R1 distills beat it on reasoning — with an 8B model. Llama 3.3 70B

beats it on coding. GPT-4o was retired on February 13, 2026 because GPT-5.2 moved the bar

again, and open-source will chase that too. Meanwhile, ChatGPT now shows ads on free

accounts, a court ordered OpenAI to hand over 20 million chat logs, and Plus still costs $20/

month forever. A used RTX 3090 costs $900 once and pays for itself in five months. For most

daily tasks — email drafts, code review, document summaries, research — a 32B local model

running on consumer hardware handles it. Use ChatGPT for the hard problems. Use local for

everything else.

📚 Related: Run Your First Local LLM · Local AI Privacy Guide · Best Local Models for Agent

Tasks · Ollama vs LM Studio · Planning Tool

Everyone who runs AI locally has heard the same question from friends and coworkers: “Why

don’t you just use ChatGPT?”

It’s a fair question. ChatGPT works in a browser, handles images and voice, searches the web,

and runs on the largest language model most people will ever interact with. You sign up, you

type, it answers. No GPU to buy, no models to download, no CUDA drivers to troubleshoot.

But “just use ChatGPT” ignores a growing list of reasons people leave it behind. OpenAI now

shows ads on free accounts. A federal judge ordered them to hand over 20 million chat logs. The

Plus tier still costs $20/month — $720 over three years — for a service that can change pricing,

retire models, or tighten rate limits whenever it wants.

This is the honest comparison. Where ChatGPT wins, where local wins, what the cost math

looks like, and who should use which.

Where ChatGPT Wins

ChatGPT wins in three areas: raw model quality at the frontier, multimodal features, and zero-

effort setup.
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Model Quality

GPT-5.2 is the strongest general-purpose model available as of February 2026. It replaced

GPT-4o on February 13 — OpenAI retired GPT-4o entirely from the chat interface. The jump is

significant:

Benchmark GPT-5.2 GPT-4o (retired) Best Open-Source

GPQA Diamond (grad-level science) 93.2% ~50% GLM-4.7: ~80%

FrontierMath 40.3% ~5% Not tested

Hallucination rate 6.2% 8.8% Varies by model

Multi-step tool calling 98.7% ~85% Not comparable

For problems that require frontier reasoning — multi-step math, cross-domain synthesis,

complex agentic coding — GPT-5.2 has no local equivalent. The Thinking mode chains through

problems in a way that local models can approximate but not match consistently.

Multimodal Features

ChatGPT bundles things that would take hours to set up locally:

Web search integrated into responses (no SearXNG config needed)

DALL-E 3 image generation with conversational editing

Sora 2 video generation (Plus/Pro tiers)

Advanced Voice Mode with real-time conversation

Vision — upload images, screenshots, charts for analysis

Canvas — collaborative writing and coding workspace

Deep Research — autonomous multi-step research with web access

File analysis — upload PDFs, spreadsheets, code files

Local equivalents exist for some of these (Stable Diffusion for images, Whisper for voice, LLaVA

for vision), but each one is a separate install, a separate VRAM budget, and a separate

configuration headache. ChatGPT puts them all behind one text box.

Setup

There is no setup. You open a browser and type. For someone who needs AI assistance twice a

week and doesn’t care about the details, ChatGPT is the right answer.
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Where Local Wins

Local LLMs win on privacy, cost over time, control, and freedom from rate limits and policy

changes.

Privacy

This is the strongest argument for local, and it got stronger in 2025-2026.

What happened at OpenAI:

November 2025: Mixpanel, OpenAI’s analytics provider, was breached. Names, emails, and

user IDs were exposed.

November 2025: A federal judge ordered OpenAI to produce 20 million de-identified ChatGPT

logs for the NYT copyright lawsuit. These included conversations users had deleted.

July 2025: The “Share” feature accidentally made thousands of private conversations

crawlable by search engines.

February 2025: A browser extension campaign compromised 40+ extensions used by 3.7

million people, silently scraping active ChatGPT sessions.

Q4 2025: Research found that 34.8% of employee ChatGPT inputs contain sensitive business

data — up from 11% in 2023.

When you run a model locally, your prompts never leave your machine. There are no server logs

to subpoena, no third-party analytics to breach, no “Share” button to accidentally expose your

conversations. For the full breakdown of what’s private and what isn’t, see the Local AI Privacy

Guide.

No Subscriptions

ChatGPT Plus costs $20/month. That’s $240/year, $720 over three years. ChatGPT Pro costs

$200/month — $2,400/year if you need unlimited access and reasoning mode.

Local hardware is a one-time purchase. Once you own a GPU or a Mac, every token is free. Run a

million queries a day and the only cost is electricity.

No Rate Limits

ChatGPT’s free tier caps you at roughly 10 messages per 5 hours, then downgrades to a weaker

model. Even Plus has rolling 3-hour limits. Only Pro ($200/month) is genuinely unlimited.
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Local has no limits. If you’re processing 500 documents through a summarization pipeline, or

running an agent loop that makes 200 LLM calls to complete a task, you don’t have to think

about quotas.

Offline

Once you download a model, disconnect from the internet and everything still works. On a plane,

during an outage, in a location with no connectivity. ChatGPT is a 404 without a connection.

Uncensored

ChatGPT refuses many requests involving creative fiction, security research, hypothetical

scenarios, and medical questions. There are over 11,000 uncensored models on Hugging Face.

Abliteration techniques strip safety filters without reducing model capability. Models like Dolphin

and Nous-Hermes provide unfiltered output.

This matters for writers, security researchers, medical professionals, and anyone who doesn’t

want a corporation deciding what questions they’re allowed to ask.

No Vendor Lock-In

OpenAI retired GPT-4o on February 13, 2026 with minimal notice. They can change pricing, alter

model behavior, or tighten content policies whenever they want. You have no control.

With local models, you pick the model. If Qwen 2.5 works for you today, it works tomorrow too.

Switch to Llama, switch to DeepSeek, switch back. You don’t need an account, you aren’t subject

to terms of service changes, and the price never goes up.

No Ads

ChatGPT’s free and Go ($8/month) tiers now show ads. “Sponsored Tips” from Target, Ford,

Adobe, and others appear below responses starting from your first message. This launched

February 9, 2026.

Local models will never show you an ad.

The Quality Gap — Honest Assessment

Here’s where a lot of local AI advocates oversell it. GPT-5.2 is better than any model you can run

at home on most tasks. That’s the truth.
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But two things make the picture more nuanced.

GPT-4o Is the Real Comparison

GPT-4o was the model everyone was comparing against until OpenAI retired it two weeks ago.

Against GPT-4o, local models have caught up or surpassed it on multiple benchmarks:

Benchmark GPT-4o Qwen 2.5 72B Llama 3.3 70B DeepSeek R1 (8B distill)

MATH 68% 72% 77% 84%

MMLU 87.5% ~85% 86% —

HumanEval (coding) 83.9% — 87.6% —

IFEval (instruction following) 84.6% — 92.1% —

DeepSeek R1’s 8B distilled model — small enough to run on a laptop — beats GPT-4o on MATH.

Llama 3.3 70B beats it on coding. These aren’t cherry-picked flukes; they reflect real architectural

improvements in open-source models.

“Good Enough” Covers 80% of Tasks

Most people using ChatGPT are writing emails, summarizing documents, debugging code,

brainstorming, and answering questions. A 32B local model running on a $900 GPU handles all

of this. You don’t need GPT-5.2 to rewrite a cover letter or explain a Python error.

The remaining 20% — frontier reasoning, complex multi-step research, tasks that need web

access — is where ChatGPT earns its subscription.

Task Local 32B Model ChatGPT (GPT-5.2)

Email drafts Handles it Handles it

Code review / debugging Handles it
Handles it (better on complex

bugs)

Document summarization Handles it Handles it

Creative writing
Handles it (more options

uncensored)
Handles it (censored)

Multi-step research with web Can’t do this well Excellent at this

Graduate-level science

questions
Struggles Strong
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Task Local 32B Model ChatGPT (GPT-5.2)

Image generation / analysis Separate setup required Built in

The Cost Math

Three scenarios, compared against ChatGPT Plus ($20/month).

Used RTX 3090 — The Budget Path

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

ChatGPT Plus $240 $480 $720

RTX 3090 + electricity ~$970 ~$1,040 ~$1,110

A used RTX 3090 runs $800-1,000 on eBay (prices have risen from the $500-600 range as local

AI demand increased). Add ~$70/year for electricity at moderate usage. The card runs Qwen 2.5

32B, any 7B-14B model at full quality, and 70B models at Q4 quantization.

Breakeven vs ChatGPT Plus: about 5 months. After that, it’s $70/year in electricity versus $240/

year for ChatGPT.

Against ChatGPT Pro ($200/month), the RTX 3090 pays for itself in the first month.

Mac Mini M4 Pro 64GB — The Silent Path

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

ChatGPT Plus $240 $480 $720

Mac Mini M4 Pro 64GB + electricity ~$2,020 ~$2,040 ~$2,060

The Mac Mini M4 Pro with 64GB costs ~$2,000. It draws 30W under load and runs silently. 32B

models run at 11-18 tok/s. 70B models fit but run slower (~5-8 tok/s).

Breakeven vs ChatGPT Plus: about 10 months. The value proposition here is silence, low power,

and a machine that does other things too.
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The Team / API Scenario

If you’re replacing ChatGPT Plus for a 5-person team ($100/month) or heavy API usage

($150-250/month), local hardware pays for itself in 2-4 months. This is where the cost

advantage is overwhelming. See the Planning Tool to size hardware for your team’s workload.

The Hybrid Approach

Most power users don’t choose one or the other. They run both.

The pattern: use local for everyday private work, ChatGPT for the problems that justify paying for

frontier intelligence.

Local gets anything that touches sensitive data — client files, medical records, financial

documents, proprietary code. It also gets the bulk work: summarizing 200 documents,

classifying 1,000 emails, running agent loops that make hundreds of LLM calls per task.

Anything you wouldn’t paste into someone else’s text box.

ChatGPT gets the hard problems. Research that needs live web search. Multi-step reasoning

where GPT-5.2 Thinking genuinely outperforms. Quick image analysis when you don’t want to set

up LLaVA. And it’s still the best option when you’re on your phone away from your local machine.

You end up spending less than either option alone, because you’re not burning ChatGPT

messages on tasks a 32B local model handles fine.

Who Should Go Local

Lawyers can’t put case details into ChatGPT without informed consent, and even then, the 20-

million-logs court order shows that “deleted” conversations might not stay deleted. See Local AI

for Lawyers.

Healthcare workers face the same problem from the compliance side. HIPAA doesn’t care about

OpenAI’s privacy policy. Patient data on a cloud AI service is a violation waiting to happen.

Journalists need source protection. If you’re using AI to analyze leaked documents, those

documents cannot touch a server you don’t control.
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Anyone sitting on sensitive data — financial records, HR documents, proprietary code, trade

secrets — should think hard before sending it to a third party. If a breach would hurt you, run it

locally.

Developers who use AI-assisted coding all day hit ChatGPT Plus rate limits constantly. Local 

coding models have no limits, no quotas, no 3-hour resets.

And tinkerers. If you want to fine-tune models, merge architectures, experiment with RAG

pipelines, or build agent systems, you need local hardware. ChatGPT is a product, not a platform.

Who Should Stay on ChatGPT

If you ask AI a question twice a week, setting up local inference is overkill. The free tier, ads and

all, covers casual use.

If you’re writing a PhD dissertation, solving competition math, or building something that

depends on frontier reasoning, GPT-5.2 Thinking mode is genuinely better than anything you can

run at home. Pay for it.

If your workflow depends on image generation, voice conversation, and web search in the same

interface, ChatGPT bundles these better than any local stack. You’d need four separate tools to

match it locally.

And if your team needs managed infrastructure with SSO, admin controls, and compliance

documentation, ChatGPT Business and Enterprise handle that. Setting up equivalent

infrastructure with local models is a real DevOps project.

The Trendline

The gap between ChatGPT and local models is shrinking faster than anyone predicted.

In January 2024, GPT-4 was untouchable. By mid-2024, GPT-4o had competition from Llama 3

and Qwen 2. By late 2025, open-source models were matching or beating GPT-4o on specific

benchmarks. GPT-4o was retired in February 2026 — partly because GPT-5.2 was ready, but also

because the model that was once cutting-edge was being matched by models people run on

$900 GPUs.

GPT-5.2 has moved the goalpost again. But open-source models like DeepSeek-V3.2, GLM-4.7,

and Qwen 3 are already posting scores that rival it on reasoning benchmarks. The pattern is
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clear: OpenAI pushes the frontier, open-source catches up within 6-12 months, and the “good

enough” bar keeps rising.

Every year, the answer to “should I go local?” gets more obvious for more people.

Getting Started

If you’re convinced, here’s the shortest path:

Install Ollama — 15-minute tutorial, works on Mac, Windows, Linux

Pick a model — Qwen 2.5 14B for 16GB VRAM, Qwen 2.5 32B for 24GB, see the model

comparison

Choose your interface — Ollama vs LM Studio covers the two main options

Size your hardware — use the Planning Tool to match models to your specs

You don’t have to cancel ChatGPT to start. Run local for a week, see what it handles, and decide

for yourself where the line is.

Source: https://insiderllm.com/guides/local-llms-vs-chatgpt-honest-comparison/

Free guides for running AI locally
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