
 Spoons, Forks & Knives: 
Making Sense of Invisible Energy and Stressors

with our metaphorical cutlery drawer.



Understanding Spoon Theory 

The Spoon Theory was created by Christine Miserandino (2003)
as a metaphor to explain what it's like to live with chronic illness

or non-apparent disabilities. 

Imagine you start each day with a limited number of "spoons"
(units of energy). Every activity - showering, socialising,

cooking, working - costs a spoon. When you're out, you’re out. 

For Autistic, Neurodivergent, and chronically ill folks, managing
energy is often a constant calculation. Some days we may have

start your day with 10 spoons, other days just 2. 
Spoon Theory gives us a shared language to say, “I’m low on

spoons today” - no justification needed. 
What you do have is a shared understanding. 

Check out: Miserandino, C. (2003). The Spoon Theory. But You Don’t Look Sick.
https://butyoudontlooksick.com/articles/written-by-christine/the-spoon-theory/ 2/7



 What Is Fork Theory? 

Fork Theory comes from the phrase “Stick a fork in me, I’m
done.” It describes how, throughout the day, we are each "stuck"

with metaphorical forks, stressful events or small irritations.
These forks can range from little things like forgetting where

you put your keys, to big stressors like sensory overload,
emotional conflict, or a major life event. 

Everyone’s fork threshold is different. Importantly, forks
accumulate. One fork might not feel like a big deal. But after a
long day filled with lots of them, even a tiny one - a dropped
spoon, a change in plans, or an itchy tag - might be the final

straw that tips someone into shutdown, meltdown, or
withdrawal. 

3/7



Forks Represent: 
Input - the stressful or draining things that happen to us. 

Build-up - they accumulate throughout the day. 
Individual variation - what counts as a “big” or “small” fork is

unique to each person. 

6 Ways Forks Show Up: 
Sudden noises or overstimulation 

Feeling hungry, tired, or unwell 
Changes to routine 

Conflict or miscommunication 
Internalised pressure or masking 

Lack of support or unmet access needs

Check out Jen Rosenberg’s original post on Fork Theory: https://jenrose.com/fork
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 What Is Knife Theory? 

Knife Theory takes the metaphor one step further. When all the
spoons (energy) are used up and someone is already maxed out on

forks (stressors), they may be forced to reach for a knife - a last-
resort source of energy. 

A knife isn’t always the right tool. It gets the job done, but at a
serious cost. 

Imagine trying to eat soup with a knife - it’s messy, exhausting, and
inefficient. It works, but only just. The energy used is not

sustainable. In real life, using knives might look like someone pushing
through when they’re already burnt out, smiling through pain, or

masking distress until they crash. 

Knife Theory Highlights: 
Knives = borrowing energy from tomorrow 

The result = delayed burnout, shutdown, or illness 
People using knives often look “fine,” but are in survival mode
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 Carrying the Cutlery Together 

These metaphors - spoons, forks, and knives - may sound
whimsical, but they speak to something deeply real. For Autistic
and Neurodivergent people, every day involves a complex dance

of energy, stress, and survival. 

By learning and honouring these tools, we create space for
compassion, not correction. We start listening for signs of

distress beneath the behaviour. And we become better allies in
helping each other feel safe, seen, and supported. 

So next time someone seems to “snap” over something small, ask:
Are they out of spoons? 

How many forks have they already collected? 
Are they reaching for a knife? 

And most importantly, how can I be someone who carries the
cutlery, not adds to the load? 6/7



 How Can We Support Our Autistic & Neurodivergent
Community (and Ourselves)? 

Reduce Forks Where You Can: 
Help manage the daily stressors before they pile up. 

Respect the “No”.
Appreciate that just because a meltdown seems sudden doesn’t

mean it wasn’t building all day. 
Offer Safe Tools, Not Knives: If someone is out of spoons, give

rest, not demands. 
Create Recovery Time: Let people restore their spoons in ways

that work for them. 
Don’t Be a Fork Thrower: Avoid adding pressure, criticism, or

unrealistic expectations.
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