The Lean Prompting Handbook

Mastering Token Efficiency for Enterprise Al at Scale
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Chapter1

The New Economy of Intelligence

Flying Blind on Al Consumption

Box CEQ Aaron Levie observes that most organizations today treat Al

the way they treated early cloud computing—as an unlimited utility with

no accountability for what's consumed. Teams experiment freely,

budgets balloon, and no one can explain why.

As we move from experimentation to enterprise-scale deployment,

that era must end. The organizations that win will treat every Al

interaction as a strategic resource allocation, not a casual

conversation.
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[0 "Flying blind" on Al consumption is no longer a
startup-phase luxury. At scale, untracked usage
becomes a financial liability — and a competitive
disadvantage.

To master the new economy of Al, you must start with the
fundamental unit that drives every cost, every constraint,

and every optimization opportunity: the token.



Decoding the Token

The building block behind every Al interaction — and every Al invoice.
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What Exactly Is a Token?

A token is the fundamental unit an Al model uses to process information. Unlike humans who read word by word, models break text into

chunks — fragments of words, whole words, or punctuation marks. A reliable rule of thumb: 1,000 tokens = 750 words, or roughly four

characters per token.

Text Length Approx. Token Count
A single word (e.g., "Budget") 1-2 tokens

A short sentence (10 words) 12-15 tokens

A standard paragraph 150-200 tokens

A full business document 1,500+ tokens
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Notes

Technical terms often use more tokens

Includes spaces and punctuation

Varies with vocabulary complexity

Scales rapidly with formatting and metadata



How Token Consumption Works

Every Al interaction has two cost components. Understanding both is essential to controlling your total spend.

4 )
Input Tokens Output Tokens
The "tax"you pay on everything you send to the model — The cost of the response generated by the Al. Longer, more
system prompts, user instructions, injected context, <> verbose outputs cost more — which means prompts that
conversation history, and RAG-retrieved documents. Every encourage "conversational filler" or lengthy explanations
character counts before the model generates a single word. directly inflate your bill on the output side as well.

N J

(J Bothinput and output tokens accumulate across thousands of daily calls. A 10% reduction in average token length per call can

translate to tens of thousands of dollars in monthly savings at enterprise scale.
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The Primary Enemy

Token Bloat

When interactions consume far more resources than needed — quietly
draining budgets without improving outcomes.
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Chapter2

The Four Culprits of Token Bloat

Token bloat occurs when an interaction consumes significantly more resources than necessary to achieve the desired output. These four behaviors are

the most common offenders in enterprise Al workflows.

Allowing teams to write prompts from scratch every time, producing
wildly inconsistent, verbose, and unvalidated instructions across the
organization.

N\

J

4 N )
1 Y
Overcrowded Context Windows Redundant API Calls
Dumping entire PDFs or databases into a prompt when only a few Using multiple separate prompts for a workflow that could be
relevant paragraphs are needed. Every irrelevant page is a direct, resolved in one well-structured, multi-step interaction — multiplying
unnecessary cost. cost with each call.
- /. J
4 )
3 i}
No Governance Model Mismatching

Defaulting to the most powerful frontier model for every task —
including simple ones that a cheaper, lighter model could handle just
as well.
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Lean Tips: Fighting Each Culprit

>< Extract, Don't Dump 8>_> Design Multi-Step Prompts
Instead of uploading a full PDF, extract and provide only Structure prompts to execute sub-tasks — such as
the specific data points or sections required for the task. "summarize AND extract action items" — within a single
Surgical context injection is the foundation of lean API call. Eliminate the overhead of chained, redundant
prompting. requests.

< Build aPromptLibrary 2 Match Model to Task
Centralize your leanest, most effective promptsin a Reserve elite frontier models for complex reasoning.
shared library. Standardized, pre-validated templates Route classification, extraction, and simple
prevent reinvention and ensure consistent token summarization to faster, cheaper light models. Never
efficiency across teams. overpay for capability you don't need.
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The Strategic Framework

The Four Pillars of a Smart Al
Strategy

Overcoming token bloat requires more than quick fixes. These four pillars
form a disciplined, scalable approach to Al cost management.
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ETR

Prompt Engineering as Cost Engineering

A well-structured prompt is a financial asset. Every time a prompt is called — whether 10 times a day or 50,000 — the token cost

multiplies. Optimizing your system instructions is one of the highest-leverage investments in your Al strategy.

>{ Bloated Prompt — 3,000+ Tokens v Optimized Prompt — ~400 Tokens

"Hi Al, am going to upload a 50-page annual report PDF here. "Role: Financial Auditor. Task: Extract 03 Revenue and EBITDA
I'm not sure where it is, but can you look through the whole thing from the provided text block. Constraints: Provide values in USD.
and tell me what the revenue was for 03? Also, please be very No conversational filler. Context: [Insert extracted 2-page
polite and explain how you found it in detail.” Financial Summary]."

Problem: High input cost for a simple data extraction task. Benefit: High-precision context; reduces token spend by ~85%
Includes irrelevant metadata from a large file and requests while simultaneously increasing accuracy and response
unnecessary explanation overhead. consistency.
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Pillar 2

Strategic Context & RAG Management

Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) is one of the most % Refine Chunk Size
powerful tools in enterprise Al —and one of the greatest

sources of hidden token wastel Mo T Ciricve far too Break documents into smaller, meaningful chunks so only the most

much context, sending entire pages when only a paragraph is relevant snippets are sent to the model — not entire pages.

relevant.
— Implement Reranking Logic
Optimizing your RAG pipeline can cut related token costs by
40-60% without any degradation in output quality. Use a reranker to evaluate retrieved chunk relevance before sending

to the LLM, ensuring you only pay for the highest-quality context.

% Exclude Irrelevant Data

Strip out noise — HTML tags, legal disclaimers, headers, and footers
— from documents before processing to avoid paying for content

that adds zero signal.
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RAG Optimization in Practice

Only Pay for What the Model
Needs

Every byte of irrelevant context you retrieve and inject is a token cost you pay

— without any corresponding improvement in output quality.
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Pillar 3

Intelligent Model Routing

Efficiency is a matter of matching the brain to the task. Not every prompt requires a world-class reasoning engine — and using one for

simple tasks is the equivalent of hiring a neurosurgeon to take your blood pressure.

Task Complexity Recommended Model Tier Example Models

Low Small / Light Models Claude 3 Haiku, GPT-3.5 Turbo
Medium Balanced / Mid-Tier Models GPT-40-mini

High Frontier Models GPT-4 Turbo, Claude 3.5 Sonnet

[ Application: Use light models for classification, data extraction, and short summaries. Reserve frontier models for complex

legal analysis, creative coding, and deep logical reasoning where quality is non-negotiable.

aiindex.com.au| Al Index | AU



The Model Routing Decision Flow

Classify Complexity Execute & Log

Run model and record
performance and cost

Label task as low,

medium, or high Route to Tier

Send task to Light, Mid, or
Frontier model

Implementing intelligent routing as a systematic policy — rather than leaving it to individual judgment — ensures consistent savings and
prevents the accidental use of expensive models for routine tasks.
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Chapter3

The ROI of Efficiency

Optimization isn't about marginal gains. It's about an order-of-magnitude
difference in sustainability.
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A Comparative Case Study: The Cost of Discipline

The following data demonstrates the real-world financial impact of moving from unmanaged Al usage to a fully optimized, disciplined token strategy — at the same daily call volume of 50,000
interactions.

Scenario

Unoptimized -

Optimized Routing ~~

Fully Optimized -~

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Estimated Monthly Cost ($)

At the same daily call volume (50,000), moving from unoptimized usage to a fully optimized strategy — combining prompt engineering, RAG tuning, and intelligent model routing — reduces estimated
monthly costs from $63,000 to $7,500.
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Breaking Down the Numbers

Scenario DET AT Avg. Tokens Model Choice Est. Monthly Cost
Unoptimized 50,000 4,200 GPT-4 Turbo ~$63,000
Optimized Routing 50,000 1,800 Mixed Tier ~$18,000
Fully Optimized 50,000 950 Mixed + Light (Haiku) ~$7,500
88% 4.4x $55.5K
Cost Reduction Token Reduction Monthly Savings

From unoptimized to fully optimized at the ~ Average tokens per call drop from 4,200to  Recoverable per month without reducing Al

same call volume 950 program scope
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~90% cost reduction. Same output
volume.

Fully optimized usage allows you to scale your Al programs without scaling your budget out of existence. This is the difference between

Al as an experiment and Al as a sustainable enterprise capability.
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Chapter4

Conclusion & The Efficiency
Checklist

Becoming a disciplined Al user is the key to moving from expensive
experimentation to sustainable, scalable innovation.
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Your Monthly Al Efficiency Audit

Use this checklist to audit your team's Al workflows every 30 days. Discipline compounds — teams that review monthly improve faster than those that
optimize once and forget.

01 02 03

Establish a Baseline Set Token Budgets Use Prompt Libraries

Map your current token consumption by team, Assign explicit token allocations based on the Centralize your leanest, most effective prompts

workflow, and model. You cannot optimize what  business value of each use case. High-value in a shared, governed library. Eliminate the

you haven't measured. |[dentify where the most workflows may justify frontier model spend; hidden cost of teams reinventing prompts from

waste is occurring before taking action. routine automation should operate within tight scratch and prevent unvalidated verbosity from
budgets. entering production.

04 05

Tier Your Models Monthly Review

Enforce a routing policy that matches task complexity to the appropriate — Review spend data every 30 days to adjust routing logic, refine prompt

and cheapest — model tier. Document the policy so every team member templates, and tune RAG retrieval configurations. Treat this as a recurring

applies it consistently. operational ritual, not a one-time project.
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The Four Pillars: A Quick Reference

Pillar 1: Prompt Pillar 2: RAG Management Pillar 3: Model Routing
At Refine chunk sizes, implement Match the brain to the task.
Treat every promptasa reranking, and strip noise. Light models for simple jobs,
financial asset. Structured, Optimized RAG pipelines cut frontier models for complex
role-based prompts with retrieval-related costs by 40- reasoning. Never overpay for
surgical context can reduce 60% without quality loss. capability you don't use.

token spend by up to 85% per
call.
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Pillar 4;: Governance

Prompt libraries, token
budgets, and monthly audits
institutionalize efficiency.
What individuals optimize once,

governance sustains at scale.



From Experimentation to Sustainable
Innovation

The organizations that master token efficiency today will be the ones that scale Al programs
tomorrow — without burning through budgets or facing abrupt cost reckoning. Discipline is the
competitive advantage.

Measure

Baseline token consumption before optimizing anything.

o . \
Optimize
Apply the Four Pillars systematically, not ad hoc.
/
4 I
Govern
Institutionalize efficiency through libraries, budgets, and policies.
- /
Scale

Grow Al capability without proportional cost growth.
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