NYT Cooking’s optional AI chef sparks backlash over control
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The New York Times is quietly expanding artificial intelligence inside its Cooking app, adding a tool that helps subscribers alter recipes on the fly, but the move has already exposed a familiar fault line between convenience and control. According to The Verge, the feature lets users swap ingredients and utensils, adjust quantities for different numbers of diners, and otherwise tailor dishes to what they have to hand, with the company presenting it as a practical aid rather than a wholesale rewrite of its recipes.
The feature works through a chatbot-style panel at the bottom of recipe pages, and The Verge reported that it is already live for all Cooking subscribers using the iOS app, with a wider release planned later. One example cited in the report shows the system advising that baby spinach should be added later than kale because it wilts more quickly. The Times says customised versions remain private and cannot be shared, and it has framed the rollout as gradual while it watches how the tool performs in practice.
That rollout has nevertheless prompted complaints from some readers, who object not just to the company’s growing use of AI but to the principle of embedding it into an experience they value precisely because it is straightforward. In comments described by The Verge, one subscriber said it was "Unbelievably disappointing to see," arguing that the feature represented an unwanted intrusion into a service they had long enjoyed for its simplicity. Others raised concerns about the environmental cost of AI systems and about what they see as a creeping normalisation of AI in everyday products.
A Times spokesperson told The Verge that the comments on the announcement post were left open for four days so editors could answer questions and hear feedback, adding that closing older discussions is standard practice. The company also said some Cooking users were already trying the feature and reporting positive results. NYT Cooking senior editor Genevieve Ko has also stressed that the tool is optional to use, although she said there is, at present, no way for readers to disable it entirely.
The new feature sits within a broader pattern at The New York Times and across the media and tech industries. Axios reported in May that the paper signed a multi-year artificial-intelligence licensing deal with Amazon, its first such agreement with an AI company, giving Amazon access to Times material including Cooking and The Athletic for AI-related products and services. More broadly, recent criticism of AI-generated food images at Just Eat, concerns over synthetic visuals being introduced without clear user consent at platforms such as Amazon, Reddit and Tinder, and wider worries about trust in AI features on Windows and in app stores all point to the same underlying issue: users may be willing to experiment with AI, but they want transparency, limits and meaningful control.
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“We're excited to offer a fully customizable
cooking experience.”





