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A $250 shock

Technology columnist Shelly Palmer decided to try OpenClaw after seeing demos circulating online. Setting it
up required a cloud server, a Mac mini, a VPN network, and numerous OAuth integrations. He spent $250 worth
of AI API tokens just to configure it – before it could perform any useful tasks.

His setup cost was $10-$25 per day. Some Reddit users have reported spending as much as $300-$750 per
month.

Palmer's takeaway is: "Think of the cost of OpenClaw as tuition for a crash course in human-machine
collaboration."

 

That's an honest starting point for this discussion: OpenClaw is powerful, but it's not free, not easy to use, and
not secure by default. Let's analyze exactly what you're getting yourself into.

Actual cost

OpenClaw itself is free to download. But to operate it requires fuel – AI API tokens from services like Claude or
GPT. Here are the details:

Expense list Estimate Note

OpenClaw software
Free of
charge

Open source, no licensing fees.

AI API token (rarely used) $5-10/day Simple things, a few conversations.

AI API tokens (commonly
used)

$10-25/day A comprehensive executive assistant mode with Claude Opus.

Cloud server (optional) $5-20/month
If you want your computer to run 24/7 without needing to be
constantly turned on.
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Expense list Estimate Note

Total monthly (low usage) $150-300 Estimated budget for the average user.

Total monthly (high usage) $300-750+ Users are proficient in operating complex workflows.

 

In summary : If you're looking for a free AI assistant, use ChatGPT Plus ($20/month) or Claude's free plan.
OpenClaw is for those willing to invest real money for true automation capabilities.

? Quick Check : Why is OpenClaw expensive to run even though it's free software?

Answer : It needs paid AI API tokens – like Claude or GPT – for each interaction. The software is the car; the
API token is the gasoline.

What you need (Technical requirements)

Here's what those viral TikTok videos aren't mentioning:

Hardware:

1. Mac, Linux, or Windows computers (Mac is best supported)
2. Ideally, a dedicated machine (Mac mini is very popular) is needed because OpenClaw works best 24/7.
3. Stable internet connection

Software:

1. Node.js 22+ (a programming environment)
2. Docker (a sandbox tool - explained in lesson 3)
3. An account with an AI provider (Anthropic, OpenAI, etc.)

Investment period:

1. Initial setup time: 1-4 hours (depending on your comfort level with technology)
2. Adjustment period: 1-2 weeks to feel comfortable.
3. Ongoing maintenance: 30 minutes/week for skill updates and management.

Skill level:

1. You don't need to know programming. But you do need to be comfortable following technical instructions,
copying and pasting commands into the terminal, and troubleshooting when things don't work the first
time.

2. A discussion on Hacker News suggests that "the setup requires considerable technical skill" and "the viral
videos don't mention the complexity."

 

The reality of security



This is where most OpenClaw tutorials get frustrating. This series doesn't.

The good thing is : OpenClaw runs locally, so your data isn't stored in someone else's cloud by default. You
control what it can access.

The worrying news : Kaspersky's security audit found 512 vulnerabilities, 8 of which were classified as critical.
SecurityScorecard identified over 135,000 instances of OpenClaw exposed on the internet because users did not
configure security properly. As of February 2026, OpenClaw did not have a dedicated security team and no bug
bounty program.

Critical CVE vulnerabilities :

1. CVE-2026-25253 (CVSS 8.8) : A single malicious link that may allow an attacker to take control of your
OpenClaw version.

2. CVE-2026-25157 (CVSS 7.8) : Inserting SSH commands via macOS applications
3. CVE-2026-24763 (CVSS 8.8) : Exiting the Docker sandbox via PATH operation
4. CVE-2026-32048 (March 2026) : Sandbox Exit Vulnerability
5. CVE-2026-32049 (March 2026) : Denial-of-Service Attack Method
6. CVE-2026-32042 (March 2026) : Escalation of Privilege
7. CVE-2026-32051 (March 2026) : Passed authentication
8. CVE-2026-32056 (March 2026) : Inserting environmental variables

In total, more than nine vulnerabilities were discovered in just the first two months of 2026, with several serious
security flaws being found. China banned the use of OpenClaw on government and state-owned bank computers
starting in March 2026.

Experts' opinions:

Professor Gary Marcus of New York University: "If you care about device security or your data privacy, don't
use OpenClaw. Period."

 

Simon Willison (the researcher who coined the term "prompt injection"): "I don't have the courage to run
OpenClaw directly on my Mac." He only runs it in Docker containers.

Palo Alto Networks calls OpenClaw "the biggest potential insider threat of 2026".

Response from businesses: NVIDIA announced NemoClaw at GTC on March 16, 2026 – an enterprise security
layer built on top of OpenClaw with safeguards, audit logging, and policy enforcement. This shows that large
companies recognize the potential of OpenClaw but also acknowledge its security vulnerabilities.

Opinion: OpenClaw can be used safely if you follow the security enhancement steps outlined in Lesson 3. But
you need to approach the issue cautiously, not blindly.

? Quick check : List two security concerns that experts have raised about OpenClaw.

Possible answers : 512 vulnerabilities found, over 135,000 exposures, critical CVE vulnerabilities allowing
remote takeovers, no dedicated security team, no bug bounty program.



Fair comparison

How does OpenClaw compare to the tools you may already be using?

Features OpenClaw ChatGPT Claude Siri/Apple Intelligence

Take practical
actions.

Yes - email, files,
calendar

No - text only No - text only
Limits - basic
commands

Setup time 1-4 hours 2 minutes 2 minutes Installed

Monthly expenses $150-750+ $0-20 $0-20 Free of charge

Privacy The default is local. Cloud-based Cloud-based
On devices (with
limitations)

Memory
Long-term, file-based
storage

Based on session Based on the project Minimum

Security risks
High (if configured
incorrectly)

Short Short Very low

Best for
High levels of
automation

Writing and
research

Analysis &
Programming

Quick voice commands

Choose OpenClaw if : You want an AI to do the work for you, you are willing to invest time and money, and
you will adhere to best security practices.

 

Continue using ChatGPT/Claude if : You primarily need an intelligent chat partner for writing, research, or
analysis. They are safer, cheaper, and easier to use.

Continue using Siri if : You want to avoid any setup and use only basic voice commands on your Apple device.

Things to note before making a decision.

Please answer these five questions honestly:

1. Do you have repetitive tasks that take up hours each week? If you spend hours sorting emails, managing
calendars, creating reports, or entering data – OpenClaw can be a real time saver. If your work is primarily
creative or strategic, a chatbot would be well-suited for you.

2. Can you afford to pay $150-750 per month? In reality, this isn't a free tool. If that budget is a problem for
you, wait. The cost of AI agents will decrease significantly in the next 1-2 years.

3. Are you comfortable troubleshooting technical issues? No programming knowledge is required – but be
willing to search for errors on Google, read forum posts, and follow terminal instructions when problems arise.
OpenClaw is a "project under development" and requires patience.

4. Are you willing to accept the security trade-offs? Even with enhanced Docker security, you are still
allowing an AI agent access to a part of your digital life. Are you willing to accept the risks described in the
article above?



5. Do you have time for the learning process? The first two weeks are an investment. Shelly Palmer describes
the setup as "harder than anyone on social media admits."

1. If you answered "yes" to 4-5 questions: OpenClaw can truly change your workflow.
2. If you answered "yes" to 2-3 questions: Consider starting with the free lessons to learn the concepts, then

decide later whether or not to install.
3. If you answered "yes" to 0-1 of the questions: ChatGPT or Claude are more suitable at this time. There's

nothing to be ashamed of – they are excellent tools.

Key points to note

1. OpenClaw costs between $150 and $750 per month in practice – the software is free, but the AI ??
resources are not.

2. The installation process takes 1-4 hours and requires users to be familiar with technical instructions (not
programming).

3. Security issues are a real concern: 512 known vulnerabilities, more than 9 critical CVE vulnerabilities by
early 2026, over 135,000 data breaches, and a national ban (China).

4. It's not for everyone: The ideal candidates are those who perform repetitive tasks, are tech-savvy, and have
a budget for API costs.

5. Chatbots are still great for most people - OpenClaw is for a specific use case (automating real-world
actions).

1. Question 1:

What are Professor Gary Marcus's main concerns about OpenClaw at NYU?

1. A. It's too expensive for most people.
2. B. The interface is too complicated.
3. C. LLM is hallucinogenic, and OpenClaw has system-wide access—a dangerous combination.
4. D. It only works on Mac computers.

EXPLAIN:

Marcus warned that LLMs create vulnerabilities that are difficult to detect, and granting such a system
access to your passwords, databases, and everything on your computer is an 'imminent disaster'.

2. Question 2:

Who will benefit MOST from OpenClaw?

1. A. Someone who only occasionally uses AI to assist in writing articles.
2. B. Content creators are overwhelmed with administrative tasks and comfortable with technical

setup.
3. C. People who want the simplest AI experience possible.
4. D. People who need a completely secure enterprise-level solution.



EXPLAIN:

OpenClaw offers the greatest value for those with repetitive administrative tasks and a willingness to
invest time in setup. Casual users should use ChatGPT, and those requiring enterprise-level security
should wait for enterprise-grade solutions.

3. Question 3:

What are the estimated monthly costs to operate OpenClaw with high usage?

1. A. Completely free - because it's open source.
2. B. $5 - $10/month
3. C. $300 - $750/month for API costs alone
4. D. $50/month fixed subscription fee

EXPLAIN:

Although OpenClaw is free to install, it requires an AI engine (Claude, GPT, etc.) that costs money per
use. Technology columnist Shelly Palmer noted that the setup alone cost over $250, with ongoing
operating costs ranging from $10 to $25 per day.

Submit your work

 

Training results

You have completed 0 questions.

-- / --

Review the lesson

You finished reading the article "Is OpenClaw right for you?" edited by the TipsMake team. We hope this
article has provided you with many useful tech tips and tricks. You can search for similar articles on tips and
guides. Thank you for reading and for following us regularly.
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