
 

Before the advent of television and digital media, posters were a key way of getting 

messages out to the public. During the First World War the Government used posters and 

advertisements to spread political and social messages.  , The Wilson holds a collection of 

posters from 1914 to 1918 which graphically portray the points the War Department were 

keen to emphasise to the British people. The poster campaign has been called a ‘weapon of 

mass persuasion’. The poster artist Cyril Kenneth Bird, known as Fougasse, described 

posters as ‘anything stuck on a wall with the objective of persuading the passer-by’.  

Campaign Themes: Recruiting men 

  

The posters fall into a number of 

categories, depending on the 

message the Government wanted 

to promote. The most well-

known are the recruitment 

posters. From the first day of the 

war it was obvious that Britain 

would not have enough men in 

the army to supply the number 

required for a full scale military 

engagement in Europe so it was 

essential to seek voluntary 

recruits. Every tactic possible was 

employed to put pressure on 

men to sign up. Some posters referenced women, others children, and still others used the 

emotional tug of family to persuade single men to do their bit. Eventually in 1916 

compulsory conscription was introduced and the series of recruitment posters stopped. 

 

First World War Posters 
 

https://www.army.mod.uk/firstworldwarresources/archives/1498/britons-wants-you-1914
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiGpM_O3MTdAhUMC8AKHUVfDoUQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daddy,_what_did_you_do_in_the_Great_War?&psig=AOvVaw3kgwfNvHeVwo2yR5y6pVdm&ust=1537365952317113


 

Campaign Themes: recruiting women 

 
For the first time, and very much in tune 
with the suffragette movement, the 
Government was forced to turn to women 
to fill vacancies created by men signing up 
to fight in the war. Women were used in 
hospitals across Britain as Voluntary Aid 
Detachment (VAD) nurses.  There were 
nine such hospitals in Cheltenham alone. 
Women also raised funds, knitted 
comforts such as socks, balaclava helmets 
and scarves, kept morale up through ceaseless letter writing and worked on the land and in 
factories. Cheltenham women worked in a munitions factory in Quedgeley, near Gloucester, 
and joined the workforce on farms around the town to bring in the harvests and tend to 
cattle and sheep. 
 

Campaign Themes: saving resources 

As the war continued into its second and 

third year, resources became very stretched. 

Even basic commodities such as bread were 

running short. Germany was trying to starve 

Britain into submission by attacking ships 

loaded with grain and other foodstuffs. The 

Government responded with a crusade to 

stop waste and encourage economy. 

Organisations like the Women’s Institute 

(WI) were born in this time of need and 

responded by planning cookery demonstrations using cheaper and more easily available 

ingredients. 

Campaign Themes: money to fund the war 

War is expensive. The Government needed to 

raise money to fund the war, and produced a 

whole series of posters encouraging people to 

purchase war bonds or subscribe to war loans. 

Many finance posters use the weapons of war or 

emotional appeals to underline the need for 

money. Some posters even suggest the purchase 

of war bonds would produce an earlier victory. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi4pY7xwcTdAhUrxoUKHWqjAnkQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.artfund.org/whats-on/exhibitions/2014/07/19/the-great-war-in-costume-exhibition&psig=AOvVaw0JKbOatGKfyNM2L1pn6Vm5&ust=1537358658187631
http://bookssnob.wordpress.com/2011/11/28/diary-without-dates-by-enid-bagnold/
https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https://www.npg.org.uk/assets/microsites/nmls/deepzoom/thumbs/200_20_poster_save_wheat.jpg&imgrefurl=https://www.npg.org.uk/whatson/national-memory-local-stories/resources/learning-resource-themes/messages-and-meanings-words-of-war/words-of-war-messages-and-meaningspropaganda-poster/&docid=P06amWM94WwmhM&tbnid=pnUAiQi6MKGf5M:&vet=10ahUKEwiwtei_38TdAhWKLsAKHcjwCVYQMwhpKCAwIA..i&w=200&h=294&bih=428&biw=942&q=poster preserving resources first world war&ved=0ahUKEwiwtei_38TdAhWKLsAKHcjwCVYQMwhpKCAwIA&iact=mrc&uact=8
https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https://www.historycrunch.com/uploads/4/1/1/6/41169839/4198526.jpg&imgrefurl=https://www.historycrunch.com/propaganda-of-world-war-i.html&docid=HR5cjYbOxCECfM&tbnid=04CesoXXIQvo7M:&vet=10ahUKEwiwtei_38TdAhWKLsAKHcjwCVYQMwiHASg-MD4..i&w=337&h=450&bih=428&biw=942&q=poster preserving resources first world war&ved=0ahUKEwiwtei_38TdAhWKLsAKHcjwCVYQMwiHASg-MD4&iact=mrc&uact=8
http://agmlib.cheltenham.gov.uk/wwwopacxImages/wwwopac.ashx?command=getcontent&server=images&value=1992_789.jpg
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiurbim18TdAhVEOBoKHZuLCMQQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://edublogs.loretonh.nsw.edu.au/brigidnelmes2014/&psig=AOvVaw3IJLlHhoOn4JSDmV2LYtSf&ust=1537364525966764


 

Campaign Themes: promoting 

nationalism 

In the First World War propaganda was 

employed on a global scale. Unlike previous 

wars, this was the first conflict in which whole 

nations and not just professional armies were 

locked in combat. The British government (and 

other countries too) used well known national 

symbols to encourage and promote 

nationalism: St George, John Bull, lions and 

Britannia for example. They needed to keep the core message that people were fighting for 

their country and all the values it stands for. It needed to be at the forefront of people’s 

consciousness.  

Campaign Themes: anti-

German propaganda 

The War Office used propaganda to 
mobilize hatred against the enemy 
and to further convince the 
population of the justness of the 
military cause. It was hoped that 
the fear and anger engendered 
would also help to enlist the support 
of neutral countries and to 
strengthen the cooperation of allies. 
The posters and artwork produced 
under this heading are quite 
shocking in today’s culture but at 
the time such images and words were considered a legitimate weapon for each side to use.  

 

Campaign Themes: emotional appeals 

Emotionally loaded words and images were 

intended to appeal to the heartstrings or give 

a sense of guilt or fear, putting pressure on 

individuals to act in the way the Government 

wanted. The aim was to urge action and 

provoke a collective response. 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiztMj01MTdAhWKzYUKHSfhDuMQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://www.iwmprints.org.uk/image/1100238/the-empire-needs-men-br-british-army-recruitment-poster-first-world-war-1915&psig=AOvVaw33rz6dr0ydMqMLBDdG77fR&ust=1537363882885125
https://vads.ac.uk/x-large.php?uid=27239&sos=62
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiz6-2SxMTdAhXmyYUKHUmYD-gQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.reddit.com/r/PropagandaPosters/comments/6ltibp/german_words_and_german_deeds_united_kingdom_1917/&psig=AOvVaw3HSfNoLrEiDJcZp0AqHSdd&ust=1537359359305648
https://historiahervas.wordpress.com/2010/02/22/carteles-de-propaganda-primera-guerra-mundial/


 

 

To persuade the passer by 

The posters were distributed throughout the country 
and pasted up on walls and hoardings wherever a 
space could be found.  The aim was ‘to persuade the 
passer by’, and to keep the Government’s messages in 
the forefront of people’s consciousness.  Artists and 
cartoonists were commissioned to produce the 
distinctive designs; and newspaper presses were 
employed to print the thousands of copies required.  
 
Women known as ‘lady billposters’ were employed to 
put the posters up. In 1917 the 
Cheltenham Echo commented on ‘Two quite 
prepossessing young ladies in … serviceable male 

attire’ pasting up posters in the Promenade. 
 

 
 

Two women pasting up a poster, 
image courtesy of Neela Mann 


