
Paragraph title Story       What was the impact of WWI on women? Summarise in 1 
or 2 bullet 
points

New 
opportunities

Munitions 
work

The First World War brought many changes in the lives 
of British women. It is often represented as having had a 
wholly positive impact, opening up new opportunities in the 
world of work and strengthening their case for the right to 
vote. The reality is more complex. Not all of the opportunities 
the war provided to women were entirely positive or long 
lasting.

Women in paid employment were not a new wonder in 1914.
They made up a substantial part of the industrial workforce 
even before the First World War, although they were mainly 
concentrated in textile manufacture. After 1915, when the 
need for shells intensified, women were brought into 
munitions manufacturing in large numbers. By 1918 almost a 
million women were employed in some aspect of munitions 
work.

Women were not allowed to fight as soldiers in World War 
One. So they found other ways to help on the front line.
Conditions were dangerous for women travelling to the war 
zones. They were at risk from enemy fire. After working long 
hours, they slept on uncomfortable camp beds and had to be 
up early for duty. Women on the front line were very brave. 
For many this was the first time they had ever been away 
from Britain.

Pressure from women for their own uniformed service to 
assist the war effort began in August 1914. After a War Office 
investigation which showed that many jobs being done by 
soldiers in France could instead be done by women, the 
Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) was established in 
December 1916. In April 1918, the WAAC was renamed 
Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps.

Over 750,000 British men died during the First World War -
9% of all British men under the age of 45. At the time - and in 
following years - it was felt that the losses amounted to a 'lost 
generation' of young men. During the 1920s, newspaper 
headlines talked of ‘excess' women who would never find 
husbands. While many middle class women did remain 
unmarried due to the lack of available men in the relatively 
narrow social sphere in which they moved, some women in 
this period remained single by choice or by financial necessity. 
Professions such as teaching and medicine were opening up 
to women, but only if they remained unmarried.

1. WWI changed 
lives for 
women

2. WWI was not 
always 
positive/laste
d long.

Sources

Scholarship
Historian A:  Sheila Rowbotham

For many women on the home front, the war years became a springboard to 
freedom. Between 1914 and 1918, the lives of millions of women in Britain were 

overturned by the first world war. Its impact reached into every aspect of 
existence, from the dramatic to the everyday.

Historian B:  Kate Adie
Post-war conditions did not help: adventurous women found themselves at odds 

with the mood; ordinary workers were thrown out of jobs to make way for 
returning troops. While they were wanted, the government and the public were 

happy to let women prove they could do it; afterwards, there was marked reluctance 
to allow them to continue, and decades of prevarication – and lingering hostility – as 

to whether they should.

Story

Task 1: Read the story of the women in WWI. Match the titles to the paragraphs: single women, 
danger on the frontline of war, female soldiers (Auxiliary), munitions work, new opportunities
Task 2: Sum up two facts in each paragraph.

Task 3: In your books answer the questions for each source in full sentences.
Task 4: Which source do you think tells you the most about women’s work in WWI? Explain your 
answer using details from the sources to help you. 
Challenge: Do you trust all of the source? Consider who made them and when.

What does Source B show you about the wage difference for men 
and women during the war?

What does this show about the 
dangers women faced in WWI? What does this suggest about the impact of WWI on 

the rights of women? What problems remain?

Task 5: Read each historian. What do they think about the impact of WWI on women? Did it help 
them or  not?
Task 6: Which historian do you agree with and why? Use evidence to explain whether the think 
WWI helped women or not.

Source B: The differences between wages for men and women
during the war.

Source C: The differences between men and women who could
get the vote after 1918. In 1918 there were 24.5m women, of
which 8.5m got the vote, and 22.7m men, of which 12.5m had
the vote.
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