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Demystifying Hugging Face
Licenses

Hemant Gupta*

In this article, the author details the legal ins-and-outs for the most popu-
lar licenses for artificial intelligence models. He notes that the license can
determine whether you can publish derivative works, if your research can be
commercialized later, and what obligations you have to the original model
creators. The author reviews each of the major models and explains what
they allow and what they do not, as well as how to find and understand
license information.

The rapid advancement of artificial intelligence (AI) research
has made model repositories like Hugging Face essential for
researchers and developers. However, navigating the complex land-
scape of licensing can be challenging, especially when exploring
models for research or commercial applications. This guide aims
to demystify the various license types found on Hugging Face,
helping researchers make informed decisions when using these
powerful Al models.

Why Licenses Matter in Al Research

Before diving into specific license types, it is important to
understand why licenses matter in the Al ecosystem. When inte-
grating a Hugging Face model into your research or commercial
project, conducting a thorough review of its licensing terms is
essential to ensure compliance and protect your project from legal
complications. Licenses dictate how models can be used, modified,
and redistributed, with implications for both academic research
and commercial applications.

The license attached to an AI model can significantly impact
your research trajectory. It determines whether you can publish
derivative works, if your research can be commercialized later, and
what obligations you have to the original model creators. As Al
research increasingly bridges academic and commercial contexts,
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understanding these nuances becomes crucial for planning research
that can navigate both worlds effectively.

The Hugging Face Licensing Landscape

The Hugging Face Hub hosts a diverse array of models with
various licensing arrangements. A significant portion of models
on Hugging Face lack explicit license information, while those
that do carry licenses span a wide spectrum from traditional open
source licenses to more specialized Al-specific frameworks. Major
projects like Midjourney, BLOOM, and Llama often employ custom
licensing terms that do not fit traditional open source definitions.

This mixed landscape creates challenges for researchers trying
to determine which models they can safely use for different pur-
poses. Unlicensed models present particular risks, as the absence
of a license does not imply freedom to use. Conversely, it means
all rights are reserved by default. For research that may eventually
have commercial applications, this uncertainty can create signifi-
cant complications down the road.

Let’s explore the primary categories of licenses you will encoun-
ter on Hugging Face and what they mean for your research.

Traditional Open Source Licenses

Many Hugging Face models use conventional open source
licenses originally designed for software. These licenses were cre-
ated before the rise of modern AI and may not perfectly address all
aspects of Al model usage, but they provide established frameworks
that many researchers are already familiar with.

Apache 2.0

The Apache 2.0 license is one of the most popular licenses for
AI models on Hugging Face. It is a permissive license that allows
for commercial use, modification, and distribution of the model.
Importantly for Al research, it includes explicit patent grants, which
can be critical when working with technologies that may involve
patented methods or algorithms.
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Under Apache 2.0, you can use models for both academic and
commercial research without significant restrictions. However, you
must include appropriate attribution, noting the original source
of the model. You must also clearly document any significant
modifications you make to the original model. For researchers,
this means keeping careful records of how you have fine-tuned or
adapted models for your specific research questions.

The Hugging Face Transformers library uses the Apache 2.0
license, making it compatible with a wide range of research and
commercial applications. Many models contributed directly by
the Hugging Face team also use this license, creating a consistent
licensing environment for core components of the ecosystem.

MIT License

The MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology) license is even
more permissive than Apache 2.0 and is extremely popular for data
sets on Hugging Face, as well as being the second most common
license for models. It allows for virtually any use with minimal
restrictions, requiring only that the original copyright notice be
preserved when redistributing the model or derivative works.

The simplicity of the MIT license makes it attractive for research
projects where wide adoption is a priority. However, it lacks the
explicit patent grants found in Apache 2.0, which can be a con-
sideration for research with potential commercial applications.
In practice, most researchers find MIT-licensed models suitable
for almost any purpose, but consulting with intellectual property
experts is advisable if patent concerns exist in your specific domain.

The MIT license’s minimal restrictions make it ideal for explor-
atory research where you may not yet know all potential applica-
tions. It gives researchers maximum flexibility to pursue different
directions as their work evolves, without worrying about license
compatibility issues.

GPL

The GPL (GNU General Public License) is a “copyleft” license
that differs significantly from permissive licenses like Apache 2.0
and MIT. When using GPL-licensed models, any derivative works
you create must also be released under the GPL, effectively ensuring
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that modifications remain open source. This can have significant
implications for research that might eventually lead to proprietary
applications.

While the GPL includes patent grants similar to Apache 2.0,
its viral nature means that researchers planning to commercial-
ize their work or integrate it with proprietary systems may need
to carefully consider whether using GPL-licensed models aligns
with their long-term goals. In academic contexts focused on open
science, the GPL can help ensure that research remains accessible
to the community.

The GPL is less common on Hugging Face than permissive
licenses, but still appears in certain model families. It represents a
philosophical approach to open source that prioritizes continued
openness over maximum flexibility, which may align well with
research projects committed to open science principles.

Al-Specific Licenses

As Al development has evolved, new license types designed
specifically for AI models have emerged to address the unique
considerations that traditional software licenses may not fully
cover. These Al-specific licenses attempt to balance openness with
responsible use concerns.

OpenRAIL

OpenRAIL (Open Responsible Al Licenses) licenses repre-
sent an emerging approach to Al licensing that combines open
access principles with responsible use requirements. Developed
with support from Hugging Face and inspired by initiatives such
as BigScience and Creative Commons, OpenRAIL licenses could
become for AI what Creative Commons became for content—a
widespread community licensing tool.

The fundamental concept behind OpenRAIL is that open-
ness alone is insufficient for responsible Al development. These
licenses enable open access, use, and distribution of AI artifacts
while requiring responsible use through behavioral restrictions.
By April 2023, over 8,000 repositories on Hugging Face were using
OpenRAIL licenses, making them the second most used category
after permissive open source licenses.
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OpenRAIL licenses include use-based restrictions clauses that
give model creators better control over how their models are used.
These clauses also act as a deterrent against potential misuse.
Importantly, OpenRAIL licenses require downstream adoption of
these use-based restrictions in derivative works, creating a copyleft-
like effect for the ethical guidelines rather than just the code.

Common examples of OpenRAIL licenses include BigScience
OpenRAIL-M, CreativeML OpenRAIL-M (used by Stable Diffu-
sion), and BigScience BLOOM RAIL. Each variant maintains the
core principles while adapting to specific model domains. For
researchers, using models under these licenses means committing
to ethical usage guidelines and propagating those commitments
in any derivative work.

Unlike traditional open source licenses, RAIL licenses typically
require explicit acceptance of terms before downloading a model.
This reflects their dual nature as both copyright licenses and behav-
ioral agreements. Researchers should review these terms carefully
to ensure their intended uses align with the permitted applications.

Meta’s Llama License

Meta’s Llama models represent some of the most capable open
access models available, but they come with a custom license that
has sparked considerable discussion in the research community.
Although Meta has described Llama as “open sourced” in market-
ing materials, the license does not qualify as an open source license
according to the Open Source Initiative definition.

The Llama license (across versions from Llama 2 to the recent
Llama 3.1 and 3.2) grants a nonexclusive, worldwide, nontransfer-
able and royalty-free limited license to use, reproduce, distribute,
copy, create derivative works of, and modify the Llama materials.
However, it includes several notable restrictions that researchers
should be aware of.

First, the license requires prominent attribution through
phrases like “Built with Llama” on websites, user interfaces, or
documentation. Any derivative model must include “Llama” at the
beginning of its name, which can have implications for research
branding and identity.

Second, the license prohibits using Llama models or their out-
puts to improve competing models. This restriction is particularly
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significant for comparative research or work on model alignment
and improvement techniques that might span multiple model
families.

Third, organizations with more than 700 million monthly active
users must request special permission from Meta to use the models,
which could impact large-scale collaborative research involving
major institutions.

For most academic researchers, these restrictions will not pres-
ent immediate obstacles, but they do need to be considered when
planning the trajectory of research that might eventually scale
or transition to commercial applications. The license terms have
evolved across Llama versions, so researchers should always check
the specific terms for the version they are using.

Creative Commons Licenses

Some Hugging Face content uses Creative Commons (CC)
licenses, which were originally designed for creative works rather
than software or Al models. These licenses include variations such
as CC BY (Attribution), CC BY-SA (Attribution-ShareAlike), and
CC BY-NC (Attribution-NonCommercial).

The Open Source Initiative does not consider CC licenses to
be open source licenses. They are generally not recommended for
software or Al models because they were not written with code
distribution in mind, creating legal ambiguity about whether they
cover the source code, the model weights, or just the outputs.

For researchers, CC licenses on models present particular chal-
lenges because of this ambiguity. The CC-NC (NonCommercial)
variant especially can create uncertainty about what constitutes
commercial use in research contexts. Does publishing in a journal
with a commercial publisher count? What about research funded
by industry grants? These questions lack clear answers under CC
licensing frameworks applied to AI models.

When encountering CC-licensed models on Hugging Face,
researchers should proceed with caution and consider consulting
legal experts if the research has potential commercial dimensions
or involves partnerships with industry. In purely academic con-
texts with no commercial element, these licenses generally permit
research use with appropriate attribution.
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How to Find and Understand License Information

Navigating license information on Hugging Face requires
knowing where to look and how to interpret what you find. The
platform has made efforts to standardize license information, but
inconsistencies still exist across the thousands of hosted models.

The primary place to check for license information is the model
card, which is essentially the README.md file in the repository.
Hugging Face encourages model publishers to include license
information in the metadata section of this file. This standardized
location makes it easier to quickly assess whether a model’s license
aligns with your research needs.

Many repositories also include a separate LICENSE file with
the complete license text. This is particularly important for custom
licenses or when specific modifications have been made to standard
licenses. Reading the full license text is always recommended for
models central to your research, as summarized license descrip-
tions may not capture important nuances.

For models that originated outside of Hugging Face, it is wise
to check the original repository or publication for authoritative
license information. Sometimes models are re-uploaded to Hug-
ging Face with incomplete license information, creating potential
compliance risks.

If license information is unclear or missing entirely, the safest
approach is to contact the model creators directly for clarification.
Most researchers in the AI community are responsive to licensing
questions, as they want their work to be used appropriately. Hugging
Face also provides mechanisms to reach out to model publishers
through the platform.

A practical tip for researchers is to document license informa-
tion at the time you download or begin using a model. License
terms occasionally change, and having records of the specific terms
under which you began your research can be valuable if questions
arise later.

Key Considerations for Researchers

When selecting models for your research, several license-related
factors should inform your decision-making process to ensure both
legal compliance and alignment with your research goals.
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Commercial Use Permissions

Understanding whether a license permits commercial use is
essential, even for academic researchers. Research often spans
boundaries between academic and commercial contexts through
industry collaborations, start-up spin-offs, or technology transfer.
A model perfectly suitable for publication may create complications
if your research leads to commercial applications later.

Some licenses, like MIT and Apache 2.0, place virtually no
restrictions on commercial use. Others, like CC-NC or certain
custom licenses, explicitly prohibit commercial applications. Still
others, like the Llama license, allow commercial use but impose
restrictions based on organization size or other factors. Carefully
consider your research’s potential trajectory before committing to
models with commercial use limitations.

Modification Rights and Obligations

Al research frequently involves fine-tuning, adapting, or
extending existing models. All licenses on Hugging Face permit
some level of modification, but they differ in what obligations attach
to those modifications. Under permissive licenses like MIT and
Apache 2.0, you have few obligations beyond attribution. Under
copyleft licenses like GPL, you must release modifications under
the same license terms.

Al-specific licenses often have unique requirements for modi-
fications. OpenRAIL licenses require maintaining ethical use
restrictions in derivative works. The Llama license requires naming
conventions for derivative models and prohibits using modifica-
tions to improve competing models. Consider how these obliga-
tions align with your research publication plans and collaboration
strategies.

Attribution Requirements

All licenses on Hugging Face require some form of attribution,
but the specifics vary considerably. MIT and Apache 2.0 licenses
have relatively straightforward attribution requirements, typically
satisfied by preserving copyright notices and acknowledging the
original model in publications.
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Al-specific licenses often have more detailed attribution
requirements. The Llama license, for instance, requires prominently
displaying “Built with Llama” and including “Llama” in derivative
model names. These requirements may affect how you present
your research and could have implications for building a distinct
research identity if your work heavily modifies an existing model.

Patent Considerations

Patent protection is particularly relevant for Al research, as the
field involves many potentially patented techniques. Licenses dif-
fer significantly in how they address patents. Apache 2.0 includes
explicit patent grants, providing some protection against patent
claims from contributors. MIT does not address patents explicitly,
potentially leaving researchers more exposed to patent risks.

For research in areas with active patent landscapes, such as
specific machine learning optimization techniques or application
domains like healthcare, consulting with intellectual property
experts may be advisable when using models with licenses that
lack explicit patent provisions.

Ethical Use Restrictions

The emergence of Al-specific licenses like OpenRAIL reflects
growing concern about potential misuse of powerful AI models.
These licenses include specific restrictions on applications consid-
ered harmful or unethical. While most academic research easily
falls within ethical boundaries, researchers working in sensitive
areas like security, biology, or content generation should carefully
review any ethical use restrictions.

These restrictions can sometimes be subjectively worded, creat-
ing interpretation challenges. When in doubt about whether your
research falls within permitted uses, reaching out to model creators
for clarification is the most prudent approach.

Best Practices for Researchers

Navigating the complex licensing landscape of Hugging Face
models requires thoughtful practices. Following are expanded rec-
ommendations for researchers working with these models.
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Document License Compliance Throughout Your
Research

Maintaining comprehensive records of the models you use and
their associated licenses is essential for both current compliance
and future flexibility. Create a standardized way to document this
information in your research materials, including specific version
information and the date you accessed the model. This documenta-
tion proves valuable if questions arise about compliance or if you
need to evaluate whether new research directions remain compat-
ible with your existing model licenses.

Consider creating a license inventory document for each
research project, detailing all models used, their licenses, key
restrictions, and compliance notes. This practice is particularly
important for collaborative research where multiple team members
may incorporate different models.

Implement Attribution Best Practices

Proper attribution is a universal requirement across all licenses,
but implementing it well requires attention to detail. Develop con-
sistent practices for attributing models in your research outputs,
including papers, presentations, and code repositories. Include
specific model versions and access dates, not just model names, as
licenses and models can change over time.

For models with specific attribution requirements, like the
Llama family, ensure these requirements are satisfied across all
relevant materials. When using multiple models with different
attribution requirements, create a comprehensive attribution sec-
tion that satisfies all applicable licenses simultaneously.

Ensure License Compatibility Across Your Technology
Stack

Research often involves combining multiple models or inte-
grating models with other software components. When doing this,
verify that the licenses of all components are compatible with each
other and with your intended use cases. License incompatibilities
can emerge in subtle ways, particularly when combining permis-
sively licensed components with those under copyleft or custom
licenses.
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Create a visual map of your technology stack with license
information for each component to identify potential conflicts
early. Pay particular attention to the flow of data and code between
components under different licenses, as this is where compatibility
issues typically arise.

Plan for License Transitions

Research evolves, and so do licensing needs. What begins
as purely academic research may develop commercial potential,
requiring reevaluation of licensing choices. Develop contingency
plans for how you would handle license transitions if your research
changes direction. This might include having alternative models
identified with more flexible licenses that could substitute for
restricted ones if needed.

For long-term research programs, schedule periodic license
reviews to ensure continued compliance as both your research and
the licensing landscape evolve. This is particularly important for
rapidly developing areas where new models with different licensing
terms regularly emerge.

Consider the Licensing Impact on Research
Reproducibility

The reproducibility of Al research depends partly on other
researchers’ ability to access and use the same models you employed.
When selecting models, consider whether their licenses might
impede reproducibility. Models requiring explicit acceptance of
terms or with commercial restrictions might create barriers for
other researchers trying to verify or build upon your work.

In publications, clearly document any license-related steps
required for reproducibility, such as acceptance of terms or attribu-
tion requirements. Where possible, provide alternative approaches
using more openly licensed models as a fallback for reproducibility.

Contribute to Licensing Clarity in the Community
As a researcher, you can help improve the licensing clarity of

the Hugging Face ecosystem. When publishing your own models,
choose clear licenses and document them thoroughly. When using
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models with unclear licensing, reach out to creators for clarification
and encourage them to update their documentation.

Consider sharing your license compliance approaches and
documentation templates with the community to help establish
best practices. As Al licensing continues to evolve, collaborative
development of community standards will benefit all researchers.

Conclusion

Understanding Hugging Face licenses is crucial for research-
ers navigating the Al ecosystem. By familiarizing yourself with
the various license types and their implications, you can make
informed decisions about which models to use in your research
while ensuring compliance with legal requirements and respecting
the intentions of model creators.

What remains constant in the developing field of AI licensing
is the importance of transparency, responsibility, and respect for
the intellectual property that drives innovation in Al research.
By adopting thoughtful licensing practices, researchers can help
build a sustainable ecosystem that promotes both innovation and
responsible use of increasingly powerful AI technologies.

* The author, an attorney with Epstein Becker & Green, P.C., may be
contacted at hgupta@ebglaw.com.
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