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FIG. 1A

(57) Abstract: A utensil that mncludes a functional end and a handle associated with the functional end. The handle includes a lon-
gitudinal axis, a first surface, and a second surface. The first surface mcludes at least one protrusion configured to separably cou-
ple the utensil to a second utensil. The second surface 1s configured to receive at least a portion of a third utensil. The at least one
protrusion 1s configured such that the utensil and the second utensil are configured to be at least one of coupled and decoupled
with respect to one another via relative movement in a plane parallel to a reference plane that intersects a plane extending between
the first and second surfaces.
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INTERLOCKING CUTLERY AND RELATED METHODS

FIELD OF THE DISCLOSURE

[001] The present disclosure relates to disposable cutlery. In particular, the

present disclosure relates to utensils configured to be separably coupled to at least one

other utensil.

BACKGROUND

[002] Disposable cutlery may be provided as a less expensive alternative to
reusable cutlery, for example, at restaurants and social gatherings where it is
undesirable or cost prohibitive to clean the cutlery for reuse. However, providing
disposable cutlery may present a number of potential drawbacks related to the nature in
which it is dispensed.

[003] For example, providing disposable cutlery in a loose or unpackaged
fashion, such as in loose form in a receptacle containing the disposable cutlery, may
result in patrons taking more cutlery than necessary, thereby increasing the cost of
providing the cutlery. In addition, providing loose or unpackaged cutiery may present

concerns regarding whether dispensing cutlery in such a manner is hygienic. As a

result, it may be desirable to dispense disposable cutlery in a manner other than in a

loose or unpackaged form.

[004] The above-noted concerns may be addressed by dispensing disposable
cutlery from dispensers configured to contain a supply of the cutlery and dispense a

disposable utensil upon operation of a patron. However, loading a quantity of

unsecured or loose utensils into the dispenser may be a time consuming and tedious
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task, thereby potentially undermining the desirability of dispensing utensils via a
dispenser.

[005] In order to address this potential drawback, disposable cutlery may be
provided in the form of bundles or cartridges containing a plurality of similar utensils.

For example, disposable cutiery, such as spoons, forks, knives, and sporks, may be
packaged such that a stack of like utensils are held together via a band, wrapper, tie,
string, or other securing device. However, after such a device is removed from the
utensils, it will usually be discarded as waste. Alternatively, or in addition, a stack of like
utensils may be packaged in a cartridge configured to be placed within the dispenser,
with the utensils being dispensed from the cartridge via the dispenser. However, similar
to the securing devices, the cartridge will usually be discarded as waste after all of the
utensils of the cartridge have been dispensed .

[006] In addition, it may be desirable to provide utensils that are not prone o
flipping or otherwise changing from a desired orientation during either a process of
being loaded into a dispenser, or a process of being dispensed from a dispenser. For
example, during dispensing of a stack of loose utensils, the utensils may have a
tendency to flip or rotate within the dispenser as the stack slides within the dispenser,

which may lead to jamming the dispenser, thereby potentially compromising the utility of

the dispenser.

[007] Additionally, it may be desirable to provide utensils in a form that are

capable of being reliably dispensed from a dispenser one at a time. Utensils that are
loosely received in a dispenser may have a tendency to dispense such that more than

one utensil is unintentionally dispensed by a patron. This results in defeating one of the
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potential advantages of dispensing utensils via a dispenser—reducing costs associated
with patrons taking more utensils than necessary.

[008] It may also be desirable to provide a group-of utensils that may be divided
into smaller groups of utensils that are coupled to one another. In particular, utensils
held together by a retaining device or cartridge may not be easily divided intc smaller
groups of utensils. This potential drawback may cause problems when, for example,
only a few utensils remain in a dispenser, and it is anticipated that a large number of
utensils will be dispensed. In such a situation, someone responsible for restocking the
dispenser may need to wait for all of the utensils to be dispensed and risk having a
delay between the time at which the dispenser is emptied and when it is reloaded with
new utensils. Alternatively, they may need to load a portion of a group of utensils and
either discard or store the remaining loose utensils.

[009] Thus, it is desirable to provide a system and method for addressing one

-or more of the potential drawbacks discussed above.

SUMMARY

[010] In the following description, certain aspects and embodiments will become
evident. It should be understood that the aspects and embodiments, in their broadest
sense, could be practiced without having one or more features of these aspects and

embodiments. Thus, it should be understood that these aspects and embodiments are

merely exemplary.

[(011] One aspect of the disclosure relates to a utensil that includes a functional

“end and a handle associated with the functional end. The handle includes a longitudinal

axis, a first surface, and a second surface. The. first surface includes at least one
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protrusion configured to separably couple the utensil to a second utensil. The second
surface is configured to receive at least a portion of a third utensil. The at least one
protrusion is configured such that the utensil and the second utensil are configured to
be at least one of coupled and decoupled with respect to one another via relative
movement in a plane parallel to a reference plane that intersects a plane extending

~ between the first and second surfaces. According to some aspects, the first and second
surfaces are interchangeable, such that, for example, the second surface may include
at least one protrusion and the first surface may be configured to receive at least a
nortion of another utensil. As used herein, the term “parallel” includes substantially
parallel, and the term “perpendicular” includes substantially perpendicular.

[012] Another aspect of the disclosure relates to a method for separating a first
utensil from a second utensil to which the first utensil is separably coupled. The first
utensil includes a functional end and a handle associated with the functional end. The
handle of the first utensil includes a longitudinal axis, a first surface, and a second
surface, wherein the first surface includes at least one protrusion configured o
separably couple the first utensil to the second utensil. The second utensil also
includes a functional end and handle associated with the functional end. The handie of
the second utensil includes a longitudinal axis, a first surface, and a second surface, the
second surface of the second utensil being separably coupled to the first utensil via at
least a portion of the at least one protrusion of the first utensil. The at least one
protrusion of the first utensil and the second surface of the second utensil are

configured such that the first utensil and the second utensil are configured to at least

one of couple and decouple with respect to one another via relative movement in a
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plane parallel to a reference plane that intersects a plane extending between the tirst
and second surfaces of the first utensil. The method further includes applying force to

at least one of the first utensil and the second utensil, such that the first utensil and the

second utensil are separated from one another.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[013] The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in and constitute a
part of this description, illustrate several exemplary embodiments and together with the
description, serve to explain principles of the embodiments. In the drawings,

[014]) Fig. 1A is a schematic perspective view of an exemplary utensi.

[015] Fig. 1B is a schematic cross-sectional view of an exemplary handle of an

exemplary utensil.

[016] Fig. 1C is a schematic cross-sectional view of an exemplary handle of an

exemplary utensil,

[017] Fig. 1D is a schematic cross-sectional view of an exemplary handle of an

exemplary utensil.

[018] Fig. 2A is a schematic partial perspective view of a plurality of coupled

exemplary utensils.

[019] Fig. 2B is a schematic cross-sectional view along line C-C of Fig. 2A.

[020] Fig. 2C is a schematic cross-sectional view, similar to Fig. 2B, of a

plurality of coupled utensils according to an exemplary embodiment.

[021] Fig. 2D is a schematic cross-sectional view, similar to Fig. 2B, of a

plurality of coupled utensils according o another exemplary embodiment.
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[022] Fig. 2E is a schematic cross-sectional view, similar to Fig. 2B, of a plurality
of coupled utensils according to a further exemplary embodiment.

[023] Fig. 3A is a schematic partial perspective view of an exemplary channel of
an exemplary utensil.

[024] Fig. 3B is a schematic partial perspective view of an exemplary channel of

another exemplary utensil.

1025] Fig. 3C is a schematic partial perspective view of an exemplary channel of

a further exemplary utensil.

[026] Fig. 3D is a schematic partial perspective view of an exemplary channel of
another exemplary utensil.

[027] Fig. 3E is a schematic partial perspective view of an exemplary channel of
a further exemplary utensil.

[028] Fig. 4 is a schematic cross-sectional view of a plurality of exemplary
utensils coupled to one another.

[029] Fig. 5A is a schematic partial side view of an exemplary protrusion.

[030] Fig. 5B is a schematic partial side view of another exemplary protrusion.

[031] Fig. 5C is a schematic partial perspective view of an exemplary

embodiment of a utensil.

[032] Fig. 6 is a schematic cross-sectional view of an exemplary embodiment of

a protrusion.

[033] Fig. 7A is a schematic partial perspective view of an exemplary decoupler

for decoupling an exemplary utensil from a plurality of coupled utensils.
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[034] Fig. 7B is a schematic partial perspective view of another exemplary
decoupler for decoupling an exemplary utensil from a plurality of coupled utensiis.
[035] Fig. 7C is a schematic partial perspective view of a further exemplary

decoupler for decoupling an exemplary utensil from a piurality of coupled utensils.

DESCRIPTION OF EXEMPLARY EMBODIMENTS

[036] Reference will now be made in detail to exemplary embodiments.
Wherever possible, the same reference numbers are used in the drawings and the
description to refer to the same or like parts.

[037] Fig. 1A shows a schematic partial perspective view of an exemplary
embodiment of a utensil 10. As shown in Fig. 1A, utensil 10 is a knife. However, utensil
10 may be any type of utensil, including, for example, a spoon, a fork, a knife, and a
spork. In some embodiments, utensil 10 may be constructed from a formable material.
The formable material may include, for example, plastic, combinations of plastics, or
combinations of plastics and other materials suitable for use as disposable or reusable

cutlery. For example, the formable material may include one or more of polystyrene,

polyethylene, and polypropylene.

[038] Exemplary utensil 10 has a functional end 12, which may be configured to
be used to perform a function that assists in the consumption of food, for example,
cutting, piercing, and/or scooping. Exemplary utensil 10 also includes a handie 14,
which may be utilized by a user to hold and/or manipuiate utensil 10. Utensil 10 may
have a first surface 16 (e.g., an upper surface) and a second surface 18 (e.g., a lower

surface). First surface 16 and second surface 18 may encompass a portion of handle
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14, a portion of functional end 12, or a combination of both. In Fig. 1A, for example, first

surface 16 includes at least a portion of handle 14.

[039] In some embodiments, a protrusion 20 may be located on first surface 16
of utensil 10. While Fig. 1A shows a single protrusion 20, some embodiments have
multiple protrusions 20 disposed on first surface 16. According to some embodiments,
one or more protrusions 20 may be disposed on second surface 18. In some
embodiments, protrusion 20 may be configured to separably couple a first utensil 10
and a second utensil 10 to one another. For example, a second utensil 10 may have a
first surface 16 and a second surface 18 similar to a first utensil 10, where second
surface 18 of second utensil 10 is configured to receive protrusion 20 of first utensil 10.
Similarly, second surface 18 of first utensil 10 may he configured to receive a similar
protrusion 20 of a third utensil 10.

[040] According to some embodiments, utensil 10 includes a longitudinal axis L
extending along at least a portion of the length of handle 14. In some embodiments,
such as the exemplary embodiment shown in Fig. 1A, longitudinal axis L may be co-
extensive with an axis Y. Also, in some embodiments, a reference plane R may
intersect a plane P that extends between first surface 16 and second surface 18 of
utensil 10. For example, plane P may be oriented such that it encompasses an axis X
and an axis Z. Alternatively, plane P may be oriented such that it encompasses axis X
and axis Y. In both examples, plane P would extend between first surface 16 ana

second surface 18. Plane P may be provided in any orientation that extends between

frat surface 16 and second surface 18, and need not encompass axis X, axis Y, or axis

Z.
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[041] In some embodiments, reference plane R intersects plane P. Utensiis 10
may be configured to separably couple and/or decouple with respect to one another via
relative movement in a plane that is parallel to reference piane R.

[042] Figs. 1B-1D show cross-sectional views, for example, along cross-
sectional line A-A of Fig. 1A, of exemplary utensils 10. As shown in Figs. 1B-1D, plane
P is intersected by reference plane R. Reference plane R need not intersect utensil 10,
however, and may be oriented such that it intersects plane P without also intersecting
utensil 10. Figs. 1B-1D show plane P oriented such that it encompasses axis Y and
axis Z, but plane P may be provided in any other orientation that allows it to extena
between the first surface 16 and second surface 18 of utensil 10. According {o some
embodiments, reference plane R and plane P are perpendicular with respect to one

another, for example, as shown in Figs. 1B-1D.

[043] First surface 16 and second surface 18 may be provided in different
orientations. For example, Fig. 1B shows a utensil 10 having a substantially
rectangular-shaped cross-section, with first surface 16 and second surface 18 opposite
and parallel to one another. Fig. 1C, on the other hand, shows a utensil 10 having a

square-shaped cross-section, with first surface 16 and second surface 18 provided in a
non-parallel orientation. As shownin Fig. 1D, utensit 10 may have an ovai or rounded
cross-sectional shape, where first surface 16 and second surface 18 comprise surfaces

that are curved. In all of these examples, plane P extends between the first surface 16
and second surface 18, and reference plane R intersects plane P. According to some

embodiments. utensils 10 may couple and/or decouple with respect to one another via

relative movement in a plane parallel to reference plane R.
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[044] A plurality of exemplary utensils 10 may be coupled to one another,
forming a stack or module of coupled utensiis 10, for example, as shown in Fig. 2A.
Although Fig. 2A shows four utensils 10, any number of utensils may be coupled to one
another, such as, for example, 10, 15, 25, 50, 100, or more utensils 10. According to
some embodiments, protrusion 20 and second surface 18 of each utensil 10 of a stack
may be configured such that when utensils 10 are coupled, a distance 28 is provided
between adjacent utensits 10. The distance 28 between utensiis 10 may vary, and in
some embodiments, distance 28 may be small enough that first surface 16 of one
utensil 10 is in contact with second surface 18 of an adjacent utensil 10 (see, e.g., Fig.
4). In some embodiments, distance 28 may be measured as the distance between the
first surface 16 of one utensil 10 and the second surface 18 of an adjacent, coupled

utensil 10,

[045] Fig. 2B shows a cross-sectional view along line C-C of Fig. 2A. In some
embodiments, the utensils 10 may have second surfaces 18 that include at least one
channel 30 shaped to receive protrusion 20. For example, channel 30 may be
configured to control various aspects of the fit between two utensils 10. For example, if

channel 30 is almost equal to, but only slightly wider than, protrusion 20, then the fit
may be relatively tight, making it relatively more difficult to couple and/or decouple the

utensils 10. Alternatively, if channel 30 is significantly wider than protrusion 20, the fit

may be less tight, making coupling and/or decoupling easier.

[046] In some embodiments, protrusion 20 may include a head portion 21 and a

neck portion 23. Fig. 2B, for example, shows protrusions 20 having rectangular head

portions 21 and neck portions 23 that are narrower than head portions 21. Head

10
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portions 21 and neck portions 23 may have various sizes and/or shapes. For example,
as shown in Fig. 2C, the cross section of protrusion 20 may have a round head pottion
21 with a narrower neck portion 23. As shown in Fig. 2D, for example, the cross section
of protrusion 20 may have a triangular head portion 21 with a narrower neck portion 23.
As Fig. 2E shows, the cross section of protrusion 20 may have a pointed- or star-
shaped head portion 21 with a narrower neck portion 23. Head portion 21 is not limited
to these shapes, however, and may be configured in any size, sﬁape, and/or number
that allows for separable coupling with another utensil 10. Utensiis 10 may couple o
one another more reliably when, for example, the cross-section of head portion 21 is
wider than or equal to the cross-section of neck portion 23.

[047] According to some embodiments, channel 30 may be shaped in any
manner that allows at least two utensils 10 to separably couple to one another. For
example, the channel 30 shown in Fig. 2B is shaped in a rectangular manner and

receives the rectangular-shaped head portion 21 of protrusion 20. Similarly, the
channels 30 shown in Figs. 2C-2E are configured according to the shape of the

orotrusion 20 that channel 30 is configured to receive. However, channel 30 need not

be shaped according to the shape of the protrusion 20 that it is receiving. For exampte,

a channel 30 with a triangular cross-sectional shape may still receive a protrusion 20

having a rectangular cross-sectional shape, depending on the dimensions of protrusion

20 and channel 30.

[048] In some embodiments, at least one protrusion 20 may perform a spacing
function as well as a coupling function. For example, the size, shape, and/or orientation

of protrusions 20 may influence the distance 28 between utensils 10. Similarly, in some

"
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embodiments, the size, shape, and/or orientation of second surface 18 or channel 30
may influence the distance 28 between utensils 10. According to some embodiments,
for example, the neck portion 23 of a protrusion 20 may be extended such that a
particutar distance 28 is provided hetween utensiis 10. Similarly, the size and/or shape
of the head portion 21 of the protrusion 20 may be configured to increase or decrease
the distance 28 between utensils 10. Maintaining the distance 28 between utensils 10
may assist in coupling, decoupling, and/or dispensing of utensils 10. Additionally,
providing distance 28 between utensils 10 may assist in loading and/or handling a
plurality of coupled utensils 10 by allowing for some amount of flexibility, play, and/or
relative movement of the coupled utensils 10. The distance 28 between utensils 10
may also allow certain utensil dispensers to more reliably dispense the utensils 10.
[049] Referring to Fig. 3A, it shows a schematic perspective view of an
exemplary second surface 18 shaped to receive at least one protrusion 20. For
example, second surface 18 may include a channel 30 that extends along a portion, or
all, of the second surface 18. An opening 31 of channel 30 may vary in width to assist
in separably coupling utensils 10 to one another. For example, in some embodiments,
including the one shown in Fig. 3A, opening 31 of channel 30 may be configured to
narrow toward a handle end 32 of utensil 10. A wider portion of opening 31 may allow
protrusion 20 to nest within channel 30, while the narrower portion of opening 31 may

retain protrusion 20 once it has been partially or fuily inserted into channel 30. For

example, protrusion 20 may separably couple or interiock with a second utensit 10 when

protrusion 20 is inserted into channel 30.

12
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[050] In some embodiments, utensil 10 may couple with a second utensil 10 via
relative movement in a plane parallel to reference plane R. For example, referring to
Fig. 3A, protrusion 10 may be first inserted into the wide portion of opening 31 of
channel 30. In order to couple the utensils, protrusion 10 may be moved in a plane
parallel to reference plane R, such that neck portion 23 of protrusion 20 enters the
narrow portion of opening 31 of channel 30 and separably couples the two utensiis to
one anothér. In some embodiments, protrusion 10 may he moved, for example, aiong
an axis parallel to the longitudinal axis L {e.g., parallel to axis Y).

1051] Fig. 3B shows a schematic perspective view of exemplary second surface
18 including an exemplary channel 30 having an opening 31 that differs from the
opening 31 shown in Fig. 3A. Channel 30 may be configured such that a portion of
opening 31 of channel 30 narrows in a step-wise manner towards handie end 32 of
utensil 10. The wider portion of opening 31 of channel 30 may allow for head portion 21
of protrusion 20 to nest within channel 30, while the narrower portion of opening 31 of
channel 30 may retain head portion 21 of protrusion 20 once it has been partially or fully
inserted into the channel 30. Similar to the embodiment shown in Fig. 3A, the utensil 10
shown in Fig. 3B may also be configured to couple with a second utensil 10 via relative
movement in a plane paraliel to the reference plane R.

[052] According to some embodiments, the utensils 10 may be coupled and/or
decoupled via relative movement along other axes that are in a plane parallel to the
reference plane R. Referring to Fig. 3C, for example, it shows a schematic perspective
view of the second surface 18 of exemplary utensil 10 configured to receive

protrusion 20 from a direction parallel to the reference plane R, but transverse to

13
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longitudinal axis L of handle 14. For example, the utensil 10 shown in Fig. 3C may
receive protrusion 20 along an axis substantially perpendicular to the longitudinal axis L.
In some embodiments, protrusion 20 may couple and/or decouple with utensit 10 by
being inserted into channel 30 and then sliding in a direction substantially perpendicular
to the longitudinal axis L, until neck portion 23 of protrusion 20 partially or fully enters

the narrow region of opening 31 of channel 30, thereby coupling with the second utensi

10.

(053] Fig. 3D shows an exemplary utensil 10 configured to receive protrusion 20
in a direction that is paraliel to reference plane R and transverse to longitudinal axis L,
but which is neither parallel nor perpendicular to the longitudinal axis L. According to
some embodiments, the transverse direction is not limited to a parallel or perpendicular

direction, and may instead encompass any other direction. For example, utensil 10 may

receive a protrusion 20 in a direction that is paraliel to the reference plane R but aligned
at an angle 6, for example, 30, 45, or 60 degrees, with respect to longitudinal axis L.

Such an angle may facilitate coupling and/or decoupling one such utensil 10 from

another, for example, by rotating handle 14 of one utensil 10 relative to the handle 14 of

another utensil 10.

[054] Also, in some embodiments, utensil 10 may have more than one channel
30 configured to receive respective protrusions 20. For example, hanale 14 may have
two. three, or more channels 30 oriented along axes that are substantially parallel to

axis X. Handle 14 may aiso have at least one channel 30 oriented such that, relative to

the other channels 30. it is oriented along a different axis that is still parallel to reference
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plane R. For example, the channels 30 of Figs. 3C and 3D may both be incorporated
into a single utensil 10.

[055] Fig. 3E shows an exemplary channel 30 extending substantially the length
of handle 14, for example, to handle end 32 of utensil 10. [n some embodiments, the
protrusion 20 may be shaped such that it may move, via relative movement along a
direction parallel to the reference plane R, at least partially within the channel 30 of
second surface 18.

[058] According to some embodiments, such as the embodiment shown in Fig.
4, protrusion 20 and channel 30 may be configured such that there is little or no space
between first surface 16 and second surfaée 18 upon coupling of two utensils 10. For

example, Fig. 4 shows a schematic cross-sectional view of a plurality of exemplary

utensils 10 coupled to one another via first surface 16 and second surface 18, such that
4 first surface 16 of a first utensil 10 abuts a second surface 18 of an adjacent utensil 10
of a stack of coupled utensils 10. The utensils 10 shown in Fig. 4 may be configured
such that the first surface 16 of utensil 10 is capable of coupling and/or decoupling with

the second surface 18 of a second utensil 10 via relative movement in a plane parallel

to reference plane R.

[057] According to some embodiments, neck portion 23 may extend the entire

length of head portion 21, for example, as shown in Fig. 2A. According to other

embodiments, neck portion 23 may extend only a portion of the length of head portion

21 for example, as shown in Figs. 5A and 5B. The length of the neck portion 23
relative to the head portion 21 may influence the ability of utensils 10 to couple and/or

decouple with one another. For example, if the length of neck portion 21 is increased, It
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may result in protrusion 20 being more rigid, which may influence coupling and/or
decoupling. On the other hand, a shorter neck portion 23 may cause protrusion 20 to
be less rigid, which may influence coupling and/or decoupling in other ways. For
example, a shorter neck portion 23 may decrease the force necessary to separate
utensils from one another.

[058] Figs. 5A and 5B show schematic side views of exemplary utensils 10 with
exemplary protrusions 20 provided on first surface 16. Referring to Fig. 5A, exemplary
protrusion 20 includes head portion 21 and neck portion 23, where neck portion 23
extends slightly short of the entire length of head portion 21. According to some
embodiments, neck portion 23 of protrusion 20 may be provided as a plurality of neck
portions 23. For example, Fig. 5B shows a schematic side view of an exemplary utensi
10 with an exemplary protrusion 20 that includes head portion 21 and a plurality of neck
portions 23. Multiple neck portions 23 may he provided to obtain desired
characteristics. For example, mulﬁple neck portions 23 may provide a desired level of
stiffness to protrusion 20, while also potentially reducing the amount of material used 1o
form neck portion 23. While two neck portions 23 are shown in Fig. 5B, any number of
neck portions 23 may be used.

[059] Fig. 5C shows an exemplary utensil 10 having two exemplary protrusions

20 configured to couple with two channels 30 that are disposed, for exampie, along

axes substantially parallel to axis X (e.g., two channels 30 similar to channel 30 shown
in Fig. 3C). In some embodiments, more than two protrusions 20 may be providead on a
utensil. The protrusions 20 may be oriented in any direction. While Fig. 5C discioses

exemplary protrusions 20 that may couple via movement in a direction substantially
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parallel to axis X, the protrusions 20 may be oriented such that they couple via -
movement in other directions parallel to reference plane R (e.g., parallel to axis Y, or at '
an angle in between axis X and axis Y, for example, as shown in Fig. 3D). In some
embodiments that include muiltiple protrusions 20, the various protrusions 20 may be
provided in a variety of different shapes, sizes, and/or orientations.

[060] Fig. 6 shows a schematic cross-sectional view of an exemplary protrusion
20 having a rectangular head portion 21, a neck portion 23, and a connection portion
34. In the exemplary embodiment shown in Fig. 8, connection portion 34 may narrow
relative to the remainder of neck portion 23. Although connection portjon 34 is shown at
a location where neck portion 23 contacts utensil 10, it may be provided at any location
along neck portion 23. For exampie, connection portion- 34 may be provided at a
location where neck portion 23 meets head portion 21 of protrusion 20. Depending on
the location of connection portion 34, some or all of protrusion 20 may separate from
utensil 10. For example, if connection portion 34 is located at the base of neck portion
23 then the entire protrusion 20 may detach from utensil 10. On the other hand, for
example, if connection portion 34 is located at a position other than the base of neck
portion 23, then a portion of protrusion 20 may detach from utensil 10 while leaving a
portion of neck portion 23 attached to utensil 10.

[061] According to some embodiments, connection portion 34 may be provided
in a size and/or orientation that facilitates separation of protrusion 20 from utensil 10, for
example, upon dispensing. Providing a narrow connection portion 34 may decrease the
amount of force used to separate protrusion 20 from utensil 10. In some embodiments,

connection portion 34 may be wider than the remainder of neck portion 23 where, for
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example, protrusion 20 is intended to remain coupled to utensil 10 during decoupling
and/or dispensing.

[062] Figs. 7A-7C show schematic perspective views of exemplary stacks of
coupled utensils 10 undergoing an exemplary decoupling and/or dispensing process. In
Fig. 7A, for example, exemplary decoupler 36 is shown approaching utensil 10a at the
bottom of the stack of coupled utensils 10. In some embodiments, the decoupler 36
may apply force to utensil 10a, for example, at the handie end 32 of utensil 10a, such
that utensil 10a is decoupled from an adjacent utensil 10b from the stack. For example,
as shown in Fig. 7A, exemplary decoupler 36 may apply force in a direction
substantially parallel to axis Y (see Fig. 1A). As shown in Fig. 7B, on the other hand,
exemplary decoupler 36 is shown in an orientation that may allow it to apply force in a
direction transverse to the longitudinal axis L. As shown in Fig. 7C, exemplary
decoupler 36 is shown in an orientation that may allow it to apply force in a direction
substantially paraliel to axis Z. It is contemplated that decoupling torce may be applied
to any number of utensils 10 in any number of directions. According to some
embodiments, a plurality of decouplers 36 may be used individually, or in combination,

to decouple utensils 10 from one another.

[063] According to some embodiments, such as those disclosed in Figs. 7A and
7B, decoupler 36 may apply force to a portion of utensil 10 other than first surface 16 or

second surface 18. In Fig. 7C, however, exemplary decoupler 36 may apply a force In a

direction substantially parallel to axis Z that acts on first surface 16 of the utensil 10 to

be decoupled. Such decoupler 36 may have a claw- or clamp-shaped head, such that it

abuts both first surface 16 and second surface 18. Alternatively, such decoupler 36

8



CA 02805660 2013-01-15

WO 2012/021281 PCT/US2011/044931

may include a generally wedge-shaped head configured to be inserted between two
utensils 10. For example, the size and/or shape of the head of decoupler 36 may force
the utensils 10 on either.side of the head in opposite directions, thereby separating
protrusion 20 from the utensil 10 to be decoupled. According to some embodiments,
the head of decoupler 36 may be configured to apply pressure to neck portion 23 ot
orotrusion 20 directly, thereby severing neck portion 23. In some embodiments, utensils
10 may be configured such that the distance 28 between utensils 10 facilitates insertion
of a decoupler 36 between two utensils 10, such that a force may be applied in a
direction, for example, substantially parallel to the axis Z. Decoupler 36 may include at
least one gear configured to assist in decoupling utensil 10. For example, the rotation
of at least one gear may dictate the speed and direction of the movement of decoupler
36. In some embodiments, gear teeth may directly engage one or more utensils 10 and
decouple a utensil 10 from a stack of utensils.

[064] In some embodiments, protrusion 20 of a utensil 10 that is being
decoupled may move out of the narrower portion of opening 31 In channel 3C and, upon
entering a wide area of opening 31, decouple from a second utensil 10. Alternatively,

the protrusion 20 may slide out of channel 30 entirely in order to decouple from another

utensil 10, for example, when channel 30 extends to handle end 32, as shown in Fig.

3E  Protrusion 20 need not slide out of channel 30, however. For example, decoupler

36 may apply force sufficient to separate protrusion 20 from first surface 16 of utensit
10, thereby decoupling at least one utensil 10. According to some embodiments, it may
be intended that protrusion 20, once separated from its corresponding utensil 10,

remain in channel 30 of the utensil from which the first utensil has been decoupled.
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According to some embodiments, it may be intended that protrusion 20 separate from
both the first utensil 10 to which it was previously coupled, as well as the second utensil
10 to which the first utensil 10 was previously coupled. [n such case, the detached
protrusions 20 may be collected in a portion of a dispenser from which the utensiis 10
are being dispensed, for example, for discard or recycling purposes.

[065] According to some embodiments, the decoupler 36 may be part of a
dispenser (not shown) for dispensing individual utensils 10. Such a dispenser may
utilize a decoupler 36 to decouple utensils 10 one or more at a time. The dispenser
may also hold one or more types of utensils 10, including, for example, at least one of a
spoon, a fork, a knife, and/or a spork.

[086] It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that various modifications and
variations can be made to the structures and methodologies described herein. Thus, it
should be understood that the invention is not limited to the subject matter discussed in

the description. Rather, the present disclosure is intended to cover maodifications and

variations.
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WHAT 1S CLAIMED IS:

1. A cutlery utensil comprising:

a functional eng; and

a handle associated with the functional end, the handie having a longitudinal
axis,

wherein the handle comprises a first surface, an opposite second surface, a
protrusion disposed on the first surface and configured to separably couple the cutlery
utensil and a second cutlery utensil, and a channel defined in the second suriace and
configured to separably couple the cutlery utensil and a third cutlery utensil;

wherein the protrusion comprises a neck portion and a head portion, the head
portion having a wider axial cross-section than an axial cross-section of the neck
portion; and

wherein the protrusion is configured to couple and decouple the cutlery utensil
and the second cutlery utensil via relative movement of the cutlery utensil and the

second cutlery utensii.

2. The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the protrusion is configured to
couple the cutlery utensil and the second cutlery utensil via relative movement of the
cutlery utensil and the second cutlery utensil in a first direction along the longitudinal
axis, and to decouple the cutlery utensil and the second cutlery utensil via relative

movement of the cutlery utensii and the second cutlery utensil in an opposite second

direction along the longitudinal axis.

3. The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the channel is configured to receive

at least a portion of a protrusion of the third cutlery utensil.
4. The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the axial cross-section of the head

portion comprises one of a rectangular shape, a circular shape, triangular shape, and a

star shape.
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5. The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the channel has an axial cross-

sectional shape configured to receive at least a head portion of a protrusion of the third

cutlery utensil.

6. The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the channel extends along at ieast

a portion of the longitudinal axis of the handie.

7. The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein a length of the channel is less than

half of a length of the handle.

8. The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the protrusion comprises a portion

configured to detach from the cutlery utensil.

9. The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the channel extends along the

longitudinal axis of the handle to an end of the handle.

10.  The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the channel extends along the

longitudinal axis of the handie and terminates a distance from an end of the handle.

11.  The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the channel extends in a direction

transverse to the longitudinal axis of the handle.

12. A plurality of cutlery utensils comprising at least two of the cutlery utensils
of claim 1, wherein at least a portion of a protrusion of a first one of the plurality of
cutiery utensils is received within a channel of a second one of the plurality of cutiery

utensils.

13.  The plurality of cutlery utensils of claim 12, wherein the protrusion of the
first one of the plurality of cutlery utensils and the channel of the second one of the

plurality of cutlery utensils are configured such that the first surface of the first one of the
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plurality of cutlery utensiis is spaced apart from the second surface of the second one of

the plurality of cutlery utensiis.

14.  The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the head portion has a longer

longitudinal cross-section than a longitudinal cross-section of the neck portion.

15.  The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the channel comprises a wider
portion configured to receive at least a portion of a protrusion of the third cutlery utensil

and a narrower portion configured to retain the protrusion of the third cutlery utensil.

16.  The cutlery utensil of claim 15, wherein the-channel further comprises a

tapered portion positioned between the wider portion and the narrower portion.

17.  The cutlery utensil of claim 15, wherein the channel further comprises a

shoulder positioned between the wider portion and the narrower portion.

18.  The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the handle comprises a plurality of
protrusions disposed on the first surface and configured to separably couple the cutlery

utensil and the second cutlery utensil.
19.  The cutlery utensil of claim 18, wherein the handle comprises a plurality of
channels defined in the second surface and configured to separably couple the cutlery

utensit and the third cutlery utensil.

20.  The cutlery utensil of claim 1, wherein the protrusion is disposed on the

first surface near an end of the handile.

21.  The cutlery utensil of claim 20, wherein the channel is defined in the

second surface near an end of the handle.
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22. A method for separating a first cutiery utensil from a second cutlery utensi!
to which the first cutlery utensil is separably coupled, wherein the first cutlery utensil
comprises:

a functional end; and

a handie associated with the functional end, the handle having a

longitudinal axis,

wherein the handle comprises a first surface, an opposite second surface,
a protrusion disposed on the first surface and configured to separably couple the
first cutlery utensil and the second cutlery utensil, and a channel defined in the
second surface and configured to separably couple the first cutlery utensil and a
third cutlery utensil,

wherein the protrusion comprises a neck portion and a head portion, the
head portion having a wider axial cross-section than an axial cross-section of the
neck portion,
wherein the second cutlery utensil comprises:

a functionai end; and

a handle associated with the functional end, the handle having a
longitudinal axis,

wherein the handle of the second cutlery utensil comprises a first surface,
an opposite second surface, and a channel defined in the second surface of the
second cutlery utensil and configured to removably receive at least a portion of
the protrusion of the first cutlery utensil, and

wherein the protrusion of the first cutlery utensil and the channe! of the
second cutiery utensil are configured to couple and decouple the first cutlery
utensil and the second cutlery utensil via relative movement of the first cutlery
utensil and the second cutlery utensil, and
wherein the method comprises;

applying a force to at least one of the first cUtIery utensil and the second
cutlery utensil, such that the first cutlery utensil and the second cutlery utensil are

separated from one another.
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23. The method of claim 22, wherein applying the force comprises applying

the force along the longitudinal axis of the handie of the first cutlery utensi.

24.  The method of claim 22, wherein applying the force comprises applying
the force in a direction transverse to the longitudinal axis of the handle of the first

utensii.

25. The method of claim 22, wherein applying the force comprises applying
the force tending to move the at least a portion of the protrusion of the first cutlery

utensil out of the channel of the second cutlery utensil.

26. The method of claim 22, wherein the protrusion of the first cutlery utensil
and the channel of the second cutlery utensil are configured such that the first surface

of the first cutlery utensil is spaced apart from the second surface of the second cutlery

utensil when the first cutlery utensil is separably coupled to the second cutlery utensil.

27. The method of claim 22, wherein applying the force comprises applying
the force sufficient to detach a portion of the protrusion of the first cutlery utensii from

the first surface of the first cutlery utensil.

28. A method for dispensing at [east one cutlery utensil, the method
comprising:
performing the method of claim 22; and

dispensing the first cutlery utensil.
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