What an OpenAl Compatible API Standardizes (and
What It Doesn't)

When you work with large language models, the variety of APIs can be overwhelming. Each
provider ships its own request format, authentication method, and response structure.
Switching between them often means rewriting code, updating SDKs, and testing edge cases.
That friction is why the idea of an OpenAl compatible API has gained traction. It promises a
common language for talking to different models, but the promise has limits. Understanding
what is standardised and what is not helps you decide when compatibility matters and when
you still need to handle differences yourself.

The Core of the Standard

An OpenAl compatible API adopts the same request schema and response format that OpenAl
uses. That means your HTTP POST sends a JSON body with fields like model, messages,
temperature, max_tokens, and stream. The response returns a JSON object with id, object,
created, choices, and usage. If you have written code against the OpenAl Python library or
made direct REST requests to their /v1/chat/completions endpoint, you can point the same
code at a compatible API by changing only the base URL and the API key. That is the main
benefit: drop-in replacement for the chat completions endpoint.

The standard also covers authentication. You send an Authorization: Bearer header with your
API key, exactly as OpenAl expects. The compatible service validates that key and returns
errors in the same shape. For many developers, this means no custom middleware, no
separate auth libraries, and no guesswork. The SDKs you already use, like the official OpenAl
Python or Node.js packages, work without modification as long as you configure the base URL
to point at the compatible provider.

What the Standard Does Not Cover

Compatibility stops at the chat completion endpoint. If you rely on OpenAl's embeddings,
image generation, audio transcription, or fine-tuning APIs, those use different endpoints,
different schemas, and different authentication patterns. A provider that advertises OpenAl
compatibility usually means chat completions only. You cannot assume that the same base
URL works for /vl1/embeddings or /v1/images/generations. Check the provider's
documentation before you wire those calls.

Even within chat completions, details vary. The model field accepts a string, but the list of valid
model identifiers differs by provider. OpenAl uses names like gpt-4 or gpt-3.5-turbo. A
compatible API might accept claude-3-opus or llama-3-70b instead. The schema expects a



string, but the actual model names are not standardised. You must know what the provider
supports and map your application's model selection to the correct identifier.

Response formats also diverge in subtle ways. OpenAl returns finish_reason as stop or length.
A compatible APl might return end_turn or max_tokens. The usage object shows
prompt_tokens and completion_tokens, but tokenisation differs between providers. One model
might count tokens differently from another, so usage numbers are not directly comparable. If
your application depends on exact token counts for billing or rate limiting, you cannot rely on
the usage field alone.

Streaming and Error Handling

Streaming is another area where compatibility is partial. OpenAl's streaming sends server-sent
events (SSE) with data: [DONE] to mark the end. Many compatible APIs follow that pattern, but
the event payloads may differ. Some include extra fields like a usage delta, while others omit
them. If your code parses streaming responses character by character, you may need to adjust
for differences in the event stream.

Error responses look similar at first glance. Both return a JSON object with error containing
message, type, and code. However, the values for type and code are not standardised. One
provider might return invalid_request_error for a bad model name, another might return
bad_request or model_not_found. If your application handles errors programmatically, you
need to map each provider's error types, not rely on a single set of values.

Rate Limits and Pricing

The standard says nothing about rate limits. OpenAl's rate limits are per-user and per-model,
expressed in requests per minute or tokens per minute. A compatible APl may impose different
limits, sometimes shared across all models, sometimes per model. Your code must handle
HTTP 429 (Too Many Requests) responses with backoff and retry logic, regardless of the
provider. The same goes for pricing. The request and response schemas do not include any
pricing information. You cannot tell from the API response how much a request costs. Billing is
handled out of band, through the provider's dashboard or invoices.

That is where the concept of one endpoint for many models becomes useful. A single
compatible API can route requests to different underlying models, from different vendors,

using the same base URL and authentication. You send a request with model: "claude-3-opus"
and the API forwards it to Anthropic's model, then returns the response in OpenAl's format.
This reduces the number of integrations you maintain. Instead of writing separate code for
each provider, you write one set of functions that work with any model behind the compatible
layer.
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When Compatibility Helps

Compatibility shines in prototyping and multi-model experimentation. You can quickly test
different models by changing only the model field. No need to install new SDKs, learn new
endpoints, or handle different authentication flows. If you run a chatbot that needs to switch
between GPT-4 and Claude depending on the task, a compatible API lets you do that with
minimal code changes. It also helps when you want to fall back to a cheaper model if a primary
model is overloaded. Your code calls the same endpoint, just with a different model identifier.

Another scenario is running the same prompt across multiple models for comparison. You
write a loop that iterates over model identifiers and collects responses. Without compatibility,
that loop would need a separate HTTP client and error handler for each provider. With a
compatible API, the loop stays clean and uniform. This is especially valuable for evaluation
pipelines, where you want to compare outputs programmatically.

Where You Still Need Provider-Specific Code

Advanced features often fall outside the standard. OpenAl supports function calling, structured
outputs, and parallel tool calls. A compatible APl might not support those fields, or it might
support them with different semantics. If your application uses function calling heavily, test
whether the compatible provider passes the tools parameter through to the underlying model
and returns a valid tool_calls object. Some providers strip unsupported fields silently, others
return an error. You cannot assume feature parity.



Multimodal inputs are another grey area. OpenAl's APl accepts images as base64-encoded
strings or URLs inside the messages array. A compatible API that routes to a text-only model
will ignore the image field or return an error. If your application sends images, you need to
know which models behind the compatible API support them. The schema allows it, but the
behavior depends on the model you choose.

Similarly, the response_format parameter for JSON mode or structured output is not
universally supported. Some providers implement it, others do not. If you depend on receiving
valid JSON from the model, verify that the compatible API enforces that constraint. Otherwise
you may get free-form text that breaks your parser.

Practical Advice for Working with Compatible APIs

Start by testing the endpoints you actually use. Send a simple chat completion request with the
provider's base URL and API key. Confirm that the response format matches your expectations.
Then test streaming, error cases (like an invalid model name), and any advanced parameters
like temperature or max_tokens. Keep a mapping of model identifiers to their capabilities, so
your application knows which models support images, function calling, or structured output.

Use environment variables for the base URL and API key. That way you can switch providers
without changing code. Write a thin abstraction layer that handles the differences in error
codes and streaming events. Even with a compatible AP, a little defensive coding saves time
later. And always check the provider's documentation for the exact list of supported
parameters and models.

The Bottom Line

An OpenAl compatible API standardises the transport layer: the request schema, the response
format, and the authentication mechanism. It gives you one endpoint for many models, which
simplifies integration and experimentation. But it does not standardise model identifiers, error
types, streaming payloads, rate limits, pricing, or advanced features like function calling and
structured output. Treat compatibility as a starting point, not a guarantee. Test each provider's
implementation against your use case, and build in the flexibility to handle differences. When
used with awareness of its limits, a compatible API saves time and reduces code complexity
without locking you into a single model provider.



