
Google Search: “what are tokens in LLM?” 

 

In LLMs, tokens are the fundamental building blocks of language, representing pieces of words or 

characters that the model processes to understand and generate text. Instead of processing whole 

words, LLMs break down input text into these smaller, more efficient units called tokens, which can be 

whole words, subwords, or individual characters. This tokenization process converts human language into 

a format that the model can use for tasks like prediction, reasoning, and text generation. [1, 2, 3, 4]  

 

How Tokenization Works  

• Subword Tokenization: The most common method used by modern LLMs is subword 

tokenization, where text is broken into common sequences of characters rather than just words or 

characters. [2, 3]  

• Vocabulary: An LLM has a predefined vocabulary of known tokens. During tokenization, the 

input text is broken down into the most common tokens from this vocabulary. [2, 5, 6, 7, 8]  

• Examples: The phrase "Hello, world!" might be tokenized into four tokens: "Hello", ",", " 

world", and "!". Similarly, a word like "tokenization" might be broken into smaller subword 

tokens. [2, 4]  

Why Tokens Are Important  

• Efficiency: Breaking down text into subwords prevents the need for an extremely large 

vocabulary, which would happen with word-based tokenization. [2]  

• Handling New Words: Subword tokenization helps models handle words they haven't seen 

before, as they can often be constructed from known subword tokens. [2, 9, 10, 11]  

• Context Window: LLMs have a "context window" that defines the maximum number of tokens 

they can process in a single request. [12]  

• Cost and Billing: The cost of using LLMs is often based on the number of tokens processed, 

making token usage a critical factor for cost management. [13, 14]  

Tokens vs. Words  

• Not a one-to-one mapping: A token is not always a full word; it can be a part of a word or even 

punctuation. [2, 14, 15, 16]  

• Roughly four characters: In English text, one token is roughly equivalent to about four 

characters. [14, 17]  
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