
SYMBOLISM
Exploring the symbolic meaning of toys, animals 

and environments. 
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SYMBOLIC MEANING OF TOYS

From Reaching 
Children Through 
Play Therapy: 
An Experiential 
Approach, by Carol 
Crowell Norton and 
Byron E. Norton.
CLICK HERE

AIRPLANE
Escape, distance, speed, search, freedom, safety, 
protection, etc. 

ANIMALS (-WILD-)
Aggression, fear, survival, power, strength, etc.

ANIMALS (-DOMESTIC-
Protection, family, relations, vulnerability, 
compliance, de- pendency, etc.

BABY BOTTLE
Regression, nurturing, orality, coping issues, 
dependency, babies, siblings, urinating, etc.

BALL
Interaction, relationships, trust, re-evaluation, 
competition, reassurance, etc.

BINOCULARS
Perspective, relationship (close/distance), 
surveilance, hunting, finding, searching, intimacy, 
self-examination, etc.

BLANKET
Regression, security, protection, boundaries, etc.

BLOCKS
Defences, boundaries, construction, limits, 
rigidity, closure, structure, pro- tection, barriers, 
vulnerability, etc.

BOATS
Support, unconscious, stable/unstable, 
emotionality, balance, security, etc.

http://www.selfesteemshop.com/products.php? and=1&keywords=norton
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BOOKS
Bibliotherapy, secrets, past, future, present, 
identity, knowledge, meta- phors, etc.

BOX
Secret, known/unknown, non-content existence, 
hidden, control, containment, boundaries, belief, 
confirmation, gift, self, dignity, etc.

BROKEN TOYS
Issue, self, identity, defeat, change, 
compensation, ineffectual, loss, adjustment, etc.

CAMERA
Proof, validation, conformation, past, truth, 
evidence, change, memory, knowledge, etc.

CARS
Mobility, power, escape, conflict, safety, 
protection, travel, defences, family issues, etc.

CHALK/DRY BOARD
Environment, world, creation, emotional 
expression, integra- tion, creativity, etc.

CLAY
Aggression, manipulation, creation, self-esteem, 
change, expression, con-

DINOSAURS
Past, history, death, power, extinction, fear, 
conflict, survival, loss, environmental, etc.

DOCTOR’S KIT
Healing, repair, respect, power, life/death, pain, 
body image, crisis, changing, intrusion, internal, 
etc.

SYRINGE
Intrusion, violation, pain, healing, fear, impact, 
constant, penetration, etc.

STETHOSCOPE
Internal feelings, unknown, undisclosed, valida-
tion, etc.

THERMOMETER
Internal feelings, sick/ok-ness, need for help, cri- 
sis, need for change, etc.

BLOOD PRESSURE
Onternal issues, anger, calm, state of mind, 
internalized feelings, need for change, etc.

OPERATION
Crisis, intervention, intrusion, action, risk, 
resolution, con- trol, vulnerability, healing, etc.

DISHES/COOKING
Nurturing, celebration, security, orality, attention, 
neglect, de- mands, etc.

DOLLS
Self identity, regression, sibling, anatomy, 
competition, closeness, friend- ship, etc.

DOLL HOUSE
Family, family interaction/attitude, environment, 
security. etc.

FAMILY FIGURES
Authority, power, nurturing, perpetrator, 
protection, dependency, competition, 
relationship, security, acceptance, rejection, etc.

MALE
Above issues with father, male figures, 
modelling, broth- ers, uncles, teachers, sitters, 
etc.

FEMALE
Above issues with mother, female figures, 
modelling, sis- ters, aunts, teachers, sitters, etc.
social, etc. social, etc.
past. etc.
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SYMBOLIC MEANING OF TOYS

GIRL
Self, sister, sitter, identity, image, friend, peer 
relationship.

BOY
Self, brother, sitter, identity, image, friend, 
peer relationship, BABY- nurturing, sibling, 
competition, regression, needs, history,

FINGER PAINTS
Contact, involvement, impact, grounding, 
regression, security, etc.

KITCHEN SET
Home, nurturing, care, neglect, sibling conflict, 
relationship, family, respect, family process, 
emotional sipport, etc.

KNIFE
Utensil, aggression, power, defense, protection, 
intrusion, sexual, pain, etc.

LIGHTS
Control, power, secret, escape, hiding, denial, 
change, misery, etc.

MAGIC WAND/CRYSTAL BALL
Fantasy, wishes, gaols, desire, future, etc.

MIRROR
Self-image, self-concept, memories, past, 
change, thoughts, validation, etc.

MODELS
Consistency, completion, motivation, focus, 
persistence, goal, validation, etc.

MONEY/POKER CHIPS
Security, power, control, loss, cheated, etc.

MONSTER FIGURE
Fear, mysterious, frightening, unknown, friendly, 
secretive, power, ambivalence, fantasy,
aggression, conflict, perpetration, relationship, 
revenge, attack, etc.

MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS
Self-expression, internal, communication, 
creativity, contact, etc.

PAINTS
Distance, expression, inaccessible needs, 
environment, attitude, view of the world, etc.

PILLOW
Bed, safety, territory, throne, parent, monster, 
aggression, relaxation, bur- den, etc.

PLAYING CARDS
Money, control, power, secrets, spontaneity, etc.

PUPPETS
Relationships, communication, anonymity, 
fantasy, impulses, disguise, etc.

PUZZLES
Problem solving, decisions, completion, 
accomplishment, integration, solving, getting-
the-picture, getting-it-together, etc.

SAND
Construction, destruction, environment, 
community, feelings, change, emo- tional world, 
creativity, etc.

SAND BOTTOM BOP BAG
Aggression, conflict, perpetrator, power, 
relationship, revenge, etc.

SHARK
Aggression, fear, perpetrator, powerful, etc.
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SOLDIERS
Conflict, attack, aggression, force, life/death, 
struggling, people, group- ing, etc.

TEDDY BEAR
Warmth, nurturing, security, companionship, self, 
protection, etc.

TELEPHONE
Communication, distance, safety, control, power, 
disconnect, etc.

TINKERTOYS/LEGOS
Structure, construction, completion, closure, goal 
attain- ment, etc.

TOOLS
Resources, change, impact, construction, 
security, authority, confidence, problem-solving, 
decisions, etc.

WATER
Emotionality, flexibility, freedom, enuresis, 
anxiety, orality, sadness, depth, internal, 
regression, primitive, unconscious, etc.

Toys in green are basic toys to have in the 
playroom.

Permission to provide this information has 
been given by it’s authors Dr. Byron Norton 
Ed.D and Dr. Carol Norton Ed.D. 

Visit their website at www.playtherapy.ws/ 
for more information on upcoming workshops 
and presenta- tions. 

CLICK HERE to purchase Reaching Children 
Through Play Therapy: An Experiential 
Approach, by Carol Crowell Norton and Byron 
E. Norton.

http://www.selfesteemshop.com/products.php? and=1&keywords=norton
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ALLIGATOR/CROCODILE
Aggressive, frightening, oral aggression, lurking, 
impulsive, violating, vulnerable, hungry, seeking, 
controlling etc.

BEAR
Strength, power, aggression, intimidation, 
masculine, father, withdrawal, independent, 
contact, fighting, confrontive, fearless, loner, 
wanderer, internalised, moody etc.

BEAVER
Stability, persistent, workaholic, eager, structure, 
compulsive, organised etc.

BIRDS
Escape, freedom, perspective, alone, on top of 
things, distance, searching, gliding etc.

BULL
Aggressive, mean, strong, territorial, intrusive, 
masculine, angry, tumultuous, rageful, forceful 
etc.

BUTTERFLY
Searching, freedom, beauty, transformation, 
renewal, exploring, flighty etc.

CAT
Gentle, independent, warm, agile, lazy, moody, 
calculating, curious, aloof etc.

CHEETAH
Swift, fast, escape, agile, loner etc. 

DOLPHIN
Friendly, social, helpful, likeable, rescuer, etc. 

DEER
Swift, feminine, graceful, sure-footed, 
withdrawal, vulnerable, flight, gentle etc.

DINOSAUR
Past, history, death, power, extinction, fear, 
conflict, survival, environmental, etc.

SYMBOLIC MEANING OF ANIMALS
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DOG
Protection, aggression, friend, pet, nurturance, 
companion, loyalty etc.

DRAGON
Powerful, unknown, fear, misunderstood, 
unexpected, wise, mysterious, flight, anger, rage, 
fantasy, etc.

EAGLE
Freedom, respect, escape, hunter, distant, 
admired, surveillance, independent, autonomous 
etc.

ELEPHANT
Slow, powerful, gentle, constricted, stable, 
awkward etc.

FISH
Vulnerable, primitive, regressive, swift, slippery, 
escape etc. 

FOX
Manipulative, cunning, observant, alert, business, 
task-oriented, sneaky, distrustful etc. 

GOAT
Stability, distant, aloof, sure-footed, well-
grounded etc.

GORILLA
Power, strength, father, masculine, fearful, 
mobile, primitive, human, instinct etc.

GIRAFFE
Avoidance, naïve, perspective, aspirations, 
hyper-vigilant, non-aggressive etc.

GUINEA PIG
Defenceless, cute, dependent, docile, trusting, 
vulnerable, victim etc.

HORSE
Power, speed, flight, beauty, stable, escape, 
endurance, contact, support, internal, respect 
etc. 

KANGAROO
Security, mother, nurturing, protection, mobility, 
birth/baby, pregnancy, bonding, attachment, 
close etc.

KOALA BEAR
Loveable, cuddling, huggable, non-aggressive, 
clinging etc.

LAMB
Vulnerability, nurturing, protection, innocent, 
baby, rescue etc.

LION
Power, dangerous, control, speed, majestic, 
regal, proud, stalk, predator, wanderer, father, 
authority, nobility, prowler, intimidation, 
aggressor etc.

MOUSE
Quiet, fearful, meek, afraid, hiding, frantic, 
observant, vigilant, secretive, anxious etc.

MONKEY
Playful, anxious, social, territorial, happy, silly, 
fearful, mobile, clinging, child-like, aggressive 
etc.

OWL
Wise, knowing, alert, nocturnal, observant, 
witness, quiet, internal, aloof, uninvolved, distant 
etc.

PARROT
Identity, expectations, conformity, imitation 
reflection, routine, structure, validation, etc.
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PIG
Earthy, dirty, hungry, rejection, scavenger, docile, 
lazy, undesirable etc.

RABBIT
Vulnerability, nurturing, protection, alert, quick, 
curious, surveillance etc.

RAT
Dirty, untrustworthy, calculating, adaptable, 
survival, undesirable etc.

RHINOCEROS
Defensive, tough, protected, belligerent, 
reclusive, unknown, powerful, loner etc. 

SHARK
Aggression, fear, perpetrator, powerful, cunning, 
unpredictable, persistent, perseverance etc.

SHEEP
Friendly, member, warm, belonging, insulated, 
docile, follower etc.

SNAKE
Sneaky, phallic, cunning, evil, dangerous, lonely, 
mysterious, unattached, aloof, etc

SQUIRREL
Nervous, quick, hyper-vigilant, hoarding, security 
etc.

SWAN
Elegant, beauty, admiration, grace, respect etc.

TIGER
Swift, fighting, power, alone, stalk, dangerous, 
control, speed, predator, wanderer, prowler, self-
sufficient etc.

TURTLE
Shy, quiet, defended, passive, slow, persistent, 
patient etc.

UNICORN
Magical, fantasy, wishes, unknown, beauty, alone etc.

WOLF
Aggressor, perpetrator, distrustful, selfish, 
hungry, cunning etc.

ZEBRA
Contrast, clear, unique, black/white, decisive etc. 

NOTES: 

Symbolic meanings of animals will basically 
be the same whether used as a puppet, 
plastic figure, acting, drawing or talking 

Also, note the setting of the play e.g. forest, 
air, swamp, jungle, desert, home, city, farm, 
underwater, outer space, day/night etc

Animals and the meanings of animals can 
and will change during intervention 

Selection of animals can be helpful in 
metaphorical use 

Reference: Norton & Norton (2008) Reaching 
Children through Play Therapy: An Experiential 
Approach, London, White Apple Press

SYMBOLIC MEANING OF ANIMALS
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SYMBOLIC MEANING OF ENVIRONMENTS

BANK
Worth, value, security, loss, dignity, secret, family 
etc

BEACH
Safe, free, playful, tactile, secure, child-like etc.

BODY
Self, pain, intrusion, violation, power, source, life 
etc

BRIDGE
Transition, change, crossing, boundary, 
connection, path, above it all etc

BURIED
Death, hidden, avoiding, pending, unrevealed, 
covert, depression etc.

CAMPING
Basics, family, survival, current/active, escape, 
retreat, relief, change, refuge, calm, primitive etc.

CASTLE
Home, authority, protection, impenetrable, 
boundaries, past, family, cold, rigidity, power, 
safety, body, boundary etc

CAVE
Protection, guarded, hidden, secret, unknown, 
refuge, ambivalence, encapsulated, grave, 
trapped, contained etc

CEMETERY
Past, death, loss, memories, fear, history, 
unknown, curious etc

CHURCH
Family, values, death, protection, fears, morals, 
strength, guilt, salvation etc.

CIRCUS
Excitement, control, overwhelming, magical, 
attention, confusion etc



SYMBOLIC MEANING OF ENVIRONMENTS

CITY
Community, friends, neighbourhood, crowds, 
activity, grouping etc

CLIFF
Dangerous, fearful, cautious, boundary, life/
death, fear of loss of control, approaching the 
line etc.

DESERT
Void, anger, alone, non-nurturing, emotionally 
empty, neglect, survival, defencelessness, 
wanderer vulnerable, exposed etc.

DINOSAURS
Past, history, death, power, extinction, fear, 
conflict, loss, environment etc.

DUNGEON
Torture, unconscious, prison, capture, suffering, 
pain, jail, crime scene, intense past etc.

FARM
Nurturing, civil, protection, home, society, 
controllable, grounding etc.

FIRE
Rage, intense, pain, destroy, excitement, heat, 
anger, annihilate, out of control, controlling the 
out of control etc.

FOGGY
Unclear, doubt, less control, unsure, hidden, 
surrounded, everywhere, consumed, 
encapsulating

FOREST
Foreboding, exploring, encapsulated, shelter, 
hidden, rescued, lost etc.

FORT
Home, authority, protection, impenetrable, 
boundaries, family, power, safety, body boundary 
etc.

FROZEN
Stop, control, suspend (time), stunned, 
unavailable, immobile, helpless, dead, gone etc

GARDEN
Growth, development nurturing, family, caring, 
beauty, appearance, internal self, peaceful etc

10
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GHOST
Person, fear, memories, revenge, pain, loss 
without pain, pending, perpetrator, guilt

HAUNTED HOUSE
Secrets, unconscious, home, family, past, fearful, 
extended family, unresolved, scary etc.

HOUSE
Home, security, internal protection, conflict, 
marriage, parents, family etc.
 

ATTIC: history, past, family, old, memories, 
storage etc.
BEDROOM: Isolation, self, protection, 
violation, secrets, validation, identity etc.
BATHROOM: internal, toilet training, body 
control, clean etc.
BASEMENT: hidden, unresolved, deep, fear 
etc. (also refer to CAVE)
KITCHEN: nurturing, family needs etc. (also 
refer to DISHES)

INVISIBLE
Victim, devalued, hypervigilant, pain, avoidant, 
secret, powerful etc

ISLAND
Alone, isolation, abandoned, survival, refuge, 
lost, hostage etc

JAIL
Containment, punishment, guilty, avoided, 
judged, control, restraint, boundary, protection

JUNGLE
Fear, tumultuous, survival, dangerous, hyper-
vigilance, disempowered, violence, anxiety, 
confusing, loss of control, lack of security etc.

LIGHTNING
Intrusion, rage, shock, hypervigilance, striking, 
physical abuse, unexpected, unforeseen

MAP
Search, seek, path, journey, quest, treasure, plan 
strategy, problem-solving etc.

MAZE
Confused, unknown, unsure, searching, 
endurance, path, lost, overwhelming, challenge, 
obstacle, defeated/conquering etc.



SYMBOLIC MEANING OF ENVIRONMENTS

MOUNTAIN
Expectations, attainments, overwhelming, 
impasse, obstacle, power conflict, challenge etc. 

NIGHT -DARK-
Scary, vigilant, sneaky, hidden, dependent, 
alone, invisible, loss of control, etc.

OCEAN
Overwhelming, fear, survival, change, depth, 
internal, pervasive, loss of control etc

OPERATING THEATRE
Crisis, pain, intense, intrusion, internal, care, 
change etc.

OUTER SPACE
Isolated, abandoned, lonely, void, survival, 
dependent, future, peaceful etc.

PICNIC
Family, nurturing, safe, playful, celebration etc.

PUPPET SHOW
Enactment, metaphor, family relationships, 
disguise, disclosure etc.

RACE
Competition, relationships, challenge, win/lose, 
conflict, power, etc.

RAIN
Depression, sadness, crying, disappointment, 
stained, cleansed, renewed etc.

RAINBOW
Hope, change, improvement, different, new 
perspective, safe etc.

RESTAURANT
Nurturing, celebration, neglect, hunger etc.

RIVER
Power, journey, boundary, conflict, energy, 
struggle, resource, ford, need for direction, 
separation etc.

12
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SCHOOL
Control, authority, power, change, social, peers, 
relationships, groupings, acceptance/rejection etc.

SNOW
Cold, hidden anger, lack of nurturing, needy etc.

STORM
Turmoil, anger, confusion, pain, impending, 
anxiety, internal etc.

SUNSHINE
Healing, warmth, well-being, change, hope, 
caring, self etc.

SWAMP
Burden, struggle, sadness, bogged down etc.

THUNDER
Anger, power, fear, hyper-vigilance, agitated, 
verbal abuse, force, energy etc.

TORNADO
Rage, destruction, uncontrollable, fear, anxiety, 
force, emotional, misuse of energy etc.

TREASURE
Valuable, hidden, worth, security, power, 
protected, loss, search etc.

UNDERGROUND
Hidden, avoidant, pending, unrevealed, covert etc.

UNDERWATER
Unconscious, overwhelmed, deep fear, unknown etc.

WAR
Aggression, conflict, rage, destruction, 
annihilation, violation, perpetrator, attack, 
revenge, death, relationships etc.

WATER
Emotionality, flexibility, freedom, enuresis, 
anxiety, womb, sadness, depth, internal, 
regression, primitive unconscious, aggressive 
impulses, approachability for the cautious child, 
freedom for the inhibited child, calming for the 
more explosive child etc. 

Reference:
Norton & Norton (2008) Reaching Children 
through Play Therapy: An Experiential Approach, 
London, White Apple Press
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