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The Role of Women on the Home Front 
Supplementary Research Materials 
 

Note to Students  
 

 
These resources are designed to build upon the work undertaken during the Into the Trenches 
research sessions. Also provided on the home page are links to the archive materials that the 
students have accessed during the sessions.   
 
In two separate resource documents, these areas will be expanded upon:  
 

 Recruitment and Conscription 

 The Changing Role of Women on the Home Front  
 

The aim of each document is to provide additional archive material that students can use to 
increase knowledge of their chosen area of focus. These resources equip them with additional 
stimuli that can fuel the creation of dramatic situations, characters and enrich the monologues 
that they will ultimately create.  

 

About Theatre Centre 
 
Theatre Centre is a professional theatre company touring new plays for the benefit of children 
and young people. A registered charity, Theatre Centre has been commissioning new writing and 
touring to schools and venues across the UK since 1953. We work closely with artists, young 
people and teachers to ensure we consistently create high-quality, life-enhancing theatre 
experiences for young audiences. Find out more about our current touring productions via our 
website at www.theatre-centre.co.uk or give us a call on 020 7729 3066. 
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Introduction  

The sheer number of men that enlisted in the army voluntarily – or that were subject to 
mandatory conscription – resulted in the role of women in their communities being 
completely transformed. Whilst some women had worked before, their jobs were almost 
exclusively in distinctly “female” business, such as in milnery shops (hat shops),  dress-
making etc. Upon the commencement of the war – and as a consequence of so many men 
disappearing from their local areas -  large numbers of women stepped into roles that would 
ordinarily be performed by men.  

This research resources includes various archival accounts of women’s changing 
responsibilites during the First World War.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. The Changing Role of Women in the War  

As follows is an article that was published in the Sunderland Echo, in regard to the changing 
role of women in the war:  

Women and the War – Sunderland Echo  

“The local correspondant of the Sunderland Society for Women’s Suffrage sends us the 
following for publication. It is from the “Statesman”of August 20th:- 

The crisis is bringing women to the front, not merely in tending and serving, but also in 
directing and administering, to a far greater extent than at any previous emergency. Perhaps 
the greatest advance has remained unnoticed. Mrs H.J Tennant now acts as a full member 
of the supreme Cabinet Emergency Committee, she and Mr Ramsey MacDonald M.P., being 
the only members who are not Privy councillors. The five women elected to the Workers’ 
National Committee (which represents the combined forces of trade-unionism, co-operation, 
Socialism, and the Labour party) now find themselves constituing nearly half the 
membership of the Government’s Central Committee for Women’s Employment, from which 
men are wholly excluded, and which has to formulate the principles, prepare the schemes 
and advise the cabinet on all relief for women.  

In the above extract, the local correspondant of the Sunderland Society for Women Suffrage 
(suffrage is the right to vote through democratic process) is writing about the prominent 
administrative and practical roles of women in the First World War– and it being greater than 
any previous national emergency. She mentions the Government’s Central Committee for 
Women’s employment, which is staffed purely by women and acted as a consulting body for 
issues facing women in WW1.  

The leading women trade-unionists, together with the acting chairman of the Labour part, are 
on the “inner executive” of the Prince of Wales’s Fund. And though some members of the 
Cabinet and many of the Mayors and county chairmen began by omitting the representatives 
of working women (as also those of the trade unions and co-operative societies) from the 
committees which they had to form,  it is understood that this omission has received Cabinet 
dissapproval; and the excluded representatives are being, in one quarter after another, 
willingly co-opted as soon as application is made. 

Here, the correspondant discusses the “inner executive” of the Prince of Wales Fund – 
which could have been a charitable body, giving donations to families in need  - particularly 
those  suffering losses caused by the war. Intially, working women were banned from this 
executive-group, but the Cabinet overturned this decision.  

Our correspondant adds: we understand that so far no women has been invited to sit on the 
Sunderland Committee but in view of the recommendation from the Government, and of the 
fact that so large a portion of the work which the committee stands will be done by women, 
doubtless this omission will be rectified in the near future.  

Published in the Sunderland Echo on September 9th 1914 

 

 

 



 Character Development  

 

If the character that you are choosing to develop is a women, who is actively engaged with 
contributing to the war effort,  consider some of the points below in relation to the above 
extracts. 

 

 If your character had previously not been given any formal responsibility, especially 
in local government – how might it feel to be performing crucial roles such as being a 
full member of the “supreme Cabinet Emergency Committee”? How might it feel to be 
working in a very-strongly male environment? How do you think you may have 
behaved in this context? What challenges may there have been? How would you 
have aimed to manage yourself in this situation?  
 

 If you think about the character of Mrs H J Tennant – as referred to in second 
paragraph – what can you imagine she might she have done before the war? What 
do you think her family responsibilities might have been? It is very common for 
women to have children and to work, but at this time – it would have been extremely 
uncommon. How might other women have judged her? How might have she 
responded to these judgements?  
 

 Consider this section “The five women elected to the Workers’ National Committee 
now find themselves constituting nearly half the membership of the Government’s 
Central Committee for Women’s Employment, from which men are wholly excluded, 
and which has to formulate the principles, prepare the schemes and advise the 
cabinet on all relief for women.” How do you think it would feel to be in a room 
alongside other women who were experiencing these new freedoms of responsibility 
and purpose? How do you think this might have affected the confidence, characters 
and self-belief of these women?  
 

 Monologue development  

The monologue you are developing will need to focus on a specific point in time or be 
stimulated by a particular event or emotion. Think about some of the dramatic possibilities 
offered by this article, such as:  

 Imagine that you are basing your character on Mrs HJ Tennant and she is sitting in 
the Cabinet Emergency Committee for the first time. What is she thinking? How is 
she feeling?  

 Think about a scenario in which your character has just attended one of these 
meetings and then she has returned to her parent’s house – where her father has 
started to make jokes about her new “responsibilities”. How would your character 
react? 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Character development  

 

 Look at the picture above and imagine yourself as one of these characters, how might it 
have felt to dress in different clothes i.e. to put trousers on – perhaps for the first time – 
how would that impact on the way that you saw yourself? 

 How might this affect your role in the community and in your family? Would people think 
differently of you?  

 Choose one of the women pictured and imagine what their new life may be like. Who 
are their new friends? What might be their daily routine? What do they find difficult? 
What do they enjoy about their work?  
 

 Monologue development  

 
 Imagine your character has been working on the steam train for a couple of weeks. One 

day she arrives home, dirty and tired – but satisfied and happy. Reflect on the last few 
weeks and how they may have changed her. 

 Have a think about who your character’s friends might have been before they started  
working on the steam trains. Perhaps these friends have not been engaged in physical 
labour. How does she feel around these people? Does she feel judged in any way? 
Ashamed? Proud?  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Character development  

 

 Look at the picture above and think about how might it feel to learn new skills – such as 
fixing bikes and cars? Would you be excited about learning how to do things that you 
had previously believed were “men’s tasks?” Or would you resent having to learn them? 
Would you be patient with yourself, would you try hard? Or would you feel like you were 
being forced into it? 

 

 This photograph is a snapshot of a women’s life in the First World War, try giving her a 
backstory – what did she do before the war? Is she married? What does she like to do in 
her spare time? 

 

 Monologue  development  

 
 Look at this lady’s hat – why do you think she decided to wear this as part of her 

engineer uniform? Do you think it helps her feel more “feminine”? When did she first 
decide to wear it? Write about the moment that she decided to  put it on and how it 
made her feel. 

 Imagine that a man has brought his bike in for your character to fix, he is perhaps a little 
sceptical about your ability to repair it, but you do – very successfully. How might your 
character feel?  



The “Munitionettes”  

As follows is an extract from Patrick Brennan’s book “The Munitionettes”,that explores the 
contribution that women made to the workforce and the factors that prompted the women to 
enter traditionally male occupations:  

“When in 1914, the country’s young men marched off to war in an excess of patriotic 
fervour, the womenfolk of Britain also felt the need to do something for the cause. Initially, 
this involved upper and middle-class ladies engaging in various kind of voluntary work 
through organisations such as Voluntary Aid detachments (VAD), the management of which 
was in the hands of the Red Cross and the St John’s Ambulance Association. The number of 
working class women employed actually fell during the early months of the war owing to a 
decline in demand in the millinery and textile trades. However, two factors were about to 
change this, and together they would result in a dramatic increase in the number of women 
employed in heavy industry. 

Firstly, the war not “all over by Christmas” as many volunteers expected. On all fronts, an 
initial campaign of territorial incursions rapidly became bogged down in the stalemate of 
trench warfare. As the military campaign continued to soak up both human and material 
resources, it became clear to the Government that women would be needed in large number 
for factory work. This was not a popular move: working men objected to women taking over 
their jobs and formulated all sorts of spurious reasons as to why they were not capable of 
doing so….. 

Secondly, by the end of 1916 the opposing sides had fought themselves to a standstill. The 
disastrous Somme offensive had resulted in 420,000 British casualties, and despite the 
introduction of conscription the army was running out of men. Women were urged to move 
even further into traditionally male roles, in order to release more men for the front. The 
North East of England, with a huge concentration of industry manufacturing ships, 
armaments and other materials for the war effort was one area in which the recruitment of 
women was particularly important.” 

The Munitionettes, P. Brennan, 

 Character development  

 

 Consider this section “Firstly, the war not “all over by Christmas” as many volunteers 
expected….As the military campaign continued to soak up both human and material 
resources, it became clear to the Government that women would be needed in large 
number for factory work.” Can you imagine what it must have been like for the many 
families in the area who thought their brothers/fathers/husbands and friends would 
have been back, just months after they left? What do you think it would have felt like 
for these men not to return? 

 If you were one of the women that, effectively, took over the jobs that men usually did 
– men that could be relatives or friends, what sort of emotions can you imagine 
experiencing? You might feel excited and scared – but would you also feel disloyal or 
disrespectful for carrying out these jobs? 

 In what ways would the job you did have an impact on the way you think about 
yourself? For example, if you were working in a hat stop one day, and the next day 



you were working on a production line in a factory, how might make you think and 
behave differently? 

 

 Monologue development 

 

 Imagine that your character has recently received a telegram, notifying her of the 
death of her brother. On the same day, she has to go to her new job at the local 
munitions factory – the factory where her brother had worked before he was 
conscripted. What sort of thoughts might she be having? How would she be feeling 
about handling the weapons that would go on to kill someone else’s brother, father, 
husband or friend? 

 Thinking about the sentence in paragraph two of Brennan’s extract “working men 
objected to women taking over their jobs”, how might it feel for your character to 
enter a working environment where you know you are not welcome. Perhaps you 
have had an argument with one of your co-workers? Think about what might be said 
and how you would feel about it afterwards.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. Public Response to Female Labour 

Within some communities, the public response to women moving into traditionally male roles 
and industries – such as factory work, shipbuilding, railways, munitions factories – was not 
always positive. Some of the men that did enter the army – either because they were in 
“reserved occupations” or because they were too old to be in active service -  felt that 
women were encroaching on their jobs. Perhaps partly due to this response, the following 
agreement relating to the introduction of female labour in the engineering industry was 
adopted. This agreement was published in the Sunderland Echo on December 14th, 1914.  

“Engineers and female labour  

A provisional agreement relating to the introduction of female labour in the engineering 
industry has been adopted between the Employers Federation and the two unions 
concerned – the Amalgamated Society of Tool Makers and the Amalgamated society of 
Engineers. It will hold good during the period of the war. The questions arose as Messrs. 
Vicker’s Wroks. Crayford. The agreement has now been officially issued and reads:  

1. It is not the intention to give the work of skilled men to female labour 

2. All machines requiring adjustment of tools by the operator either before or during the 
operation, shall be operated by male labour  

3. Female labour shall be restricted to purely automatic machines used for the production of 
repetition work.  

4. A purely automatic machine is a machine which, after the job has been fixed, requires no 
band adjustment until the operation is finished. 

5. Lathes used for turning, screwing and for the boring of shall be operated by male labour.”  

Published in the Sunderland Echo on December 14th 1915  

 Character development  

 

 Consider this sentence “It is not the intention to give the work of skilled men to 
female labour.” What do you think it may imply about the “skill” of men, compared 
with women being used as pure “labour”? The agreement goes on to state that 
women, will be restricted to “repetitive” and “automatic” work. If your character had 
read this extract in the newspaper, how might she feel about the fact that– on the one 
hand, she has found employment, begun to earn an income and perhaps have 
benefited from a renewed sense of responsibilty, and – on the other hand – be 
dismissed as not having any real value or skill?  
 

 Monlogue development  

 
 Might there be any dramatic possibilites offered up by this situation? For example, if 

your father or young brother worked in a factory and they were allowed to work in 
positions that you were not, how would that make you feel? These men would almost 
certainly be getting paid more than you, how would that knowledge make you 
respond and react? 



3. Women Without their Men: Challenges and opportunities   

Perhaps for the first time in their lives, many girls and women were without their brothers, 
friends, husbands and fathers. In addition to the impact of this mass loss of men to the 
landscape of employment in local communities, there were additional social repercussions – 
particularly in regard to a belief that women weren’t always regarded as being able to 
manage themselves.  

Dependants of soldiers and sailors – to the editor 

Sir – there are two matters of considerable interest to the public upon which, as Press 
Secretary to the Sunderland Suffrage Society. I will with your permission, make a few 
comments.  

The first is the question of the police supervision which was to be exercised, according to a 
proposal of the Government made public within the past week over the wives and co-
dependants of soldiers and sailors. A very strongly worded protest has appeared and I only 
refrained from requesting you, Mr Editor, to publish that protest, firstly because I could not 
get information as to the exact nature of the proposal made by the Government  and 
secondly because I gathered from the comments already made in the Press the proposal 
was likely to be withdrawn; but I should like to affirm very emphatically in your columns that 
women suffragists would look upon any measure of the kind with the deepest resentment. 
There may be women who, in the absence of their husbands or sons, do not quite “play the 
game”, though those of us who are working for the Soldiers and Sailors Families Association 
do not find widespread evidence of this. In any case, the money paid by the Government to 
these women is the wages, or part of it, of their menfolk, and should be as little dependant 
on propriety of conduct on the part of dependents as is the salary of a Cabinet member on 
that of his.  

Published in the Sunderland Echo – November 16th, 1914 

 

Mrs Common has written to the Sunderland Echo, to make a point about a situation that she 
fiercely disagrees with i.e. the police supervision over the wives and “co-dependants” of 
soldiers and sailors. There must have been some belief, from the point of view of the police, 
that women receiving income – on behalf of their departed “menfolk” and perhaps also the 
income that they were earning for themselves – could not be trusted to spend it properly. 
Mrs Common continues… 

 “At the same time, our attitude on this question does not shut our ears to the rumours of 
excessive drinking amongst the women and even allowing a good deal for exaggeration it is 
plain that there is work to be done here amongst them. It would be a very generous and 
serviceable action if some Sunderland person or persons would come forward with a 
scheme providing means of social intercourse removed from the temptations of the public 
house, With such an effort the Sunderland Suffrage Society would be in entire sympathy and 
those of us who are not already “up to our necks” in similar work would gladly co-operate in 
it.” (Published in the Sunderland Echo – November 16th, 1914) 

 



 Character development 

 

 If you were a woman at this time, how do you think this might have made you feel? If 
you know that others don’t trust you, might you have been less likely to trust 
yourself?  
 

 Monologue development  

 

 Perhaps your character is a woman that has succumbed to “excessive drinking”. 
Imagine that it is the day after a long night of drinking and your character is at home 
perhaps she has children to look after and tasks to achieve. How might she be 
feeling – mentally and physically? What would be her reflections on the night before?  

Female football teams  

A means of “social intercourse removed from the temptations of the public house” was soon 
provided. During the First World War, there was a blossoming popularity of Women’s 
Football. As women moved into traditional male work forces, they become more likely to 
adopt traditional male leisure pursuits. At many factories, football was encouraged amongst 
the ladies as a means of boosting health, well-being and behaviour of the new female work 
force. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



“Never before had such a large cohort of young females found themselves thrown together 
so closely. They enjoyed their new found freedom, even though they were working in 
dangerous conditions, with rates of pay approximately half that of their male co-workers. 
They organised social activities among themselves, and one of the recreational outlets they 
explored was football...The upheaval which accompanied the Great War overturned many 
existing social conventions, and women’s football experienced a revival, as teams sprung up 
in munitions factories all over the country.” (P. Brennan, The Munitionettes, p.3/4)  

 

 Character Development  

 

 If you were a young woman at this time, what would you have found interesting and 
exciting about the opportunity of playing football? Remember, women had barely 
played any football before. In the North-East, many matches were organised and 
there was even a Football Cup League that was arranged and the games drew 
thousands of spectators.  

 This time may have been an exhilarating time for these women – they were given 
freedoms that were normally exclusively reserved for men: freedom to work and 
freedom to play. How do you feel they would have reacted when the men came back 
at the end of the War and some of these freedoms were retracted? 

 In the midst of their excitement, how might these women have reflected on the 
contrast stream of deaths that would effected their communities? 
 

 Monologue Development  

 
 Imagine your character has just competed in a match and her side won. She feels 

extremely pleased, as do the rest of her team. Perhaps she comes home to find a 
telegram, notifying her family of her brother’s death. Would she feel guilty about 
being so happy? Would she carry on playing? 
 
 

 

 


