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The Spoon Theory
           How to Explain Living with 
               a Chronic Illness

Christine Miserandino

Read “The Spoon Theory” 
at www.butyoudontlooksick.com

 When Christine
 Miserandino was 15,
 she was on track to  
 be a professional  
 dancer and actor.  
 She was studying
 at The High School
 of Performing Arts
 in New York City
 when she started to
 experience a slew of 
odd symptoms. At first,
 doctors diagnosed  
 her with Chronic 
Fatigue Syndrome and Epstein Barr, the virus that 
causes mononucleosis. Finally, doctors said Christine 
had lupus, an autoimmune disease that attacks a body’s 
cells and tissues.

Christine’s whole world quickly changed. “While other 
kids were worrying about prom, I was worrying about 
medications,” she said. “My life changed in an instant.”

Today, Christine is 33. She lives in Long Island, NY, 
with her nearly 4-year-old daughter, Olivia. She still 
battles lupus along with a laundry list of other diseases 
including fibromyalgia, Sjogren Syndrome, pleurisy, 
pericarditis and Raynaud Phenomenon.

Although she isn’t dancing or acting under the bright 
lights of Broadway, she still affects people every day. 
While in college, Christine had a writing assignment. 
“I had to write about an ordinary experience that 
turned into something extraordinary,” she said. Through 
this college writing assignment, “The Spoon Theory” 
was born.

For many patients, it can be difficult describing to 
others what it’s like living with a debilitating illness that 
leaves you with no energy. “The Spoon Theory” serves 

as a metaphor for people with invisible illnesses such 
as scleroderma, lupus and an array of other diseases. 
Patients can use the story to explain their chronic illness 
to someone healthy.

In “The Spoon Theory,” Christine compares the choices 
that a person living with a chronic illness makes each 
day to spoons. You only have so many spoons, and each 
activity you do throughout a day - getting up in the 
morning, taking a shower, getting dressed, going to work 
– every activity uses up a spoon.

“Communication is so important. You can’t assume 
others around you understand what is going on. It’s 
probably the opposite,” Christine said. “You need to 
have a level of communication with people who are not 
familiar with your illness. ‘The Spoon Theory’ is a basic 
metaphor you can use even with children.”

“My own daughter doesn’t understand spoons but she 
understands the basics. I’ve said to her, ‘Mommy can 
only do one thing. Would you like to read a story, watch a 
movie or go outside?’ It has been such a blessing to know 
that this story can reach so many people.”

IT’S ALL ABOUT MAKING CHOICES
“You can easily interchange lupus with another illness,” 
Christine said about how “The Spoon Theory” transcends 
various chronic diseases. “It’s the feeling of being just a 
little bit different than your peers in every day life. No 
one wants to be different. No one wants to calculate their 
choices in a different way than their peers. But that is a 
fact and a reality for so many people living with chronic 
illnesses.”

“It’s all about making choices. People who are healthy 
have the luxury of a life without tough health-related 
choices,” Christine said. “They don’t have to think about 
every little thing that they do. People with a chronic 
illness make choices, and weigh those choices even 
without realizing they are doing it.”



"You have to help them 
help you."
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DON’T BE AFRAID TO SAY HOW 
YOU REALLY FEEL

“If someone isn’t familiar with your illness, he or she 
might not know what you mean when you ask for help. 
Be specific,” she said.

“It’s different for people with a chronic illness. When 
you have a broken leg, there is a cast. There is a specific 
timeframe to heal. However, with a chronic illness, 
you’re not going to heal, and people feel weird saying, 
“Hope you feel better soon.” They don’t know if you’re 
having a good day or a bad day,” Christine added.

“You need to communicate because people don’t see 
what you’re going through on a daily basis. With an 
invisible disease, it isn’t that people don’t want to help 
you, they don’t know how or they don’t know what to 
say. You have to help them help you.”

“SPOONIE” NATION

“The Spoon Theory” has taken on a life of its own. 
“People have built an online community. They put 
spoons on their photos. They identify themselves as 
‘Spoonies’. There was a bride who put spoons in her 
bouquet, so she would have extra spoons on her 
wedding day,” said Christine.

Recently, Christine joined the online health community, 
WebMD, as a guest expert. She regularly contributes to 
discussion forums, and is featured in video segments 
on the site’s Lupus Community sharing information for 
patients who have recently been diagnosed, managing 
medications and more.

On some days Christine can barely get out of bed, and 
her only connection to the world is her iPad. Yet, she 
still manages to write back to followers on Facebook 
or compose a blog post for the next day on her website 
ButYouDontLookSick.com. “Sometimes, I can be as sick 
as a dog, but I still write something,” she said about 
managing her own spoons. “If I can help only one person 
a day, I feel that I have done my job. I have this quote 
that I say to myself: ‘I do what I can, when I can.’”

Visit www.ButYouDontLookSick.com 
and sign up for Christine’s free daily 
e-newsletter. It’s an excellent resource 
to connect with other “Spoonies,” read 
about products for individuals living with 
a chronic illness, and find inspirational 
posts from others counting their spoons.


