
Women in World War I 
Life for women changed a lot because men were away at war. 

Many women took paid jobs outside the home for the first time. 

By 1918 there were five million women working in Britain. The 

money they earned helped the family's budget and they made 

new friends in the factory, office or shop.  

 

In towns, lots of women took jobs in shops and offices. The Civil Service saw the 

largest growth in women workers. Other women did things 

like drive buses or trams or become postwomen. From 1914 

to 1916, 35,000 women went to work for the Post Office. 

They made sure letters and postcards from soldiers reached 

their family and friends. Some women worked for the police 

or as firefighters. This showed that they could adapt to fill 

many traditionally male roles.  

 

The Women's Land Army was set up in 1915 because the war had caused 

a shortage of farm workers. Women’s Land Army volunteers, known as 

'land girls', did many of the jobs on farms such as operating ploughs and 

tractors. Some farmers thought the work would be too hard but the 

women proved them wrong. Recruitment campaigns such as the poster on 

the right encouraged women to ‘do their bit’. By the end of 1917 over 

260,000 women had gone to help on the farms. More than 23,000 of them 

were part of the Women's Land Army. 

 

Some women worked in munitions factories making bombs 

and missiles. Often, these women had previously worked in a 

textile factory. This work could be dangerous. There were 

accidents and women got killed or injured. One explosive 

called phosphorus turned skin yellow and women in some 

factories were called 'canaries’ because their work changed the colour of 

their skin. By 1918 women were making most of Britain's munitions. 

 

By 1917 the Army was running short of men. So they created the Women's 

Army Auxiliary Corps or ‘WAAC’ (see poster, right).  



In the W.A.A.C., women cooked for men in camps and hospitals in France. They also 

worked as mechanics, fixing vehicles that had broken down, or drove ambulances 

across the battlefields in France and Belgium. 

 Lady Dorothie Feilding became an ambulance driver 

in 1914. She was sent to Flanders in Belgium where 

some of the worst battles were being fought. She was 

the first woman to be awarded the Military Medal for 

bravery. 

 

Women also went to France as 

Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurses. They cared for the 

wounded and sick in 'rest stations'. Edith Cavell was a British nurse 

who tried to save all soldiers. In 1915, she helped more than 200 

Triple Entente soldiers escape from German-occupied Belgium. 

She was arrested and killed by a German firing squad.  

 

Despite doing the same jobs as men, women were paid less. Shop workers were paid 

around half as much. Teachers earned less than 80 per cent of a man's salary. The 

biggest pay gap was in manufacturing munitions. This situation started to seem more 

unfair to more people now that women showed that they could do the same jobs as 

men.  

 


