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SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF WORLD WAR I 

 

 

Social and Economic Consequences of World War I 

Goal: This lesson will enable students to comprehend social-economic difficulties caused by World War I 
and, by understanding such difficulties, become aware that no war is good.  

Outcomes: Upon completion of this lesson, students will be able to: 

- Differentiate between social and economic damages caused by World War I. 
- Judge events and their effect on social groups. 
- Understand that war does not choose what to destroy. 

 
Key question:  Are consequences considered before a war begins? 

 

Instructions to the teacher: 

Step I: At the beginning of the lesson, present the topic and discuss the expected student outcomes 
during topic development (5-10 min) or ask students to brainstorm about two topics:  

 

                         ECONOMY                                                                                                   SOCIETY 

 

Then, by asking leading questions ask them to think about damages war causes to the economic and 
social life of a country. 

Step II: Next, provide brief information about the damages caused by World War I.  

Divide the class into four groups (25-30 min) 

 Group 1: Review sources 1 & 2 
 Group 2: Review sources 3 & 4 
 Group 3: Review sources 5 & 6 
 Group 4: Review sources 8 & 9 

 

Step III: Final discussion (10-15 min) 
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Fig. 1. Returning casualties from the frontline 
(http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/gwa/item/2621?bt=europeanaapi) 

 

Introduction: 

• Social impact 

The first major conflict of the twentieth century on a global scale, the "Great War" mobilized 70 million 
soldiers from the seven continents, resulting in 10 million dead soldiers, 21 million wounded and 
another 10 million other people died off the frontlines due to famine and plague. The war also caused a 
decline in the number of births. The dead were mostly young men and boys, which affected the 
population structure both gender and age wise. In addition, the war caused emotional shock, especially 
among those who fought at the frontline or lost family members. Suspicion and distrust in the governing 
system involved in the disastrous war grew among people. 

 

• Economic impact 

The war had a major impact on natural and capital resources. Agricultural economy, industry and 
infrastructure were destroyed wherever fighting occurred. More than 350 billion dollars were spent 
during the war. Lands of the best quality in France, Belgium, Russia and Poland were damaged and left 
barren. The war broke trade relations between countries and continents, based upon which entire 
branches of economy had developed. Due to unproductive expenses during the war, European countries 
participant in the war were left in grave debt when it ended. Inflation increased everywhere. Lack of 
production of goods lead to currency devaluation in all countries.  

http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/gwa/item/2621?bt=europeanaapi
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Source 1     

Table 1. Inflation of the German mark 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                

 
 

 
 
 
 

Fig. 2. Map of countries involved in World War I 
(http://robinsonlibrary.com/history/history/worldwar1/nations.htm)  

 

Tab. 2. World War I casualty and death toll 

Country 
No. of 

mobilized 
forces 

Killed Wounded Prisoners and 
missing 

Russia 12 000 000 1 700 000 4 950 000 2 500 000 
British 
Empire 8 904 467 908 371 2 090 212 191 652 

France 8 410 000 1 357 800 4 266 000 537 000 
USA 4 355 000 116 516 204 002 4 500 
Italy 5 615 000 650 000 947 000 600 000 

Germany 11 000 000 1 773 700 4 216 058 1 152 558 
Austria-
Hungary 7 800 000 1 200 000 3 620 000 7 020 000 

Turkey 2 850 000 325 000 400 000 975 000 
(http://www.pbs.org/greatwar/resources/casdeath_pop.html) 

 

Tab.3. War expenses: Impact of World War I on Germany 
Country Cost of war in billion $ 
Germany 39 

British Empire 38 

January 
1922 1 US $ – 192 German marks 

November 
1923 

1 US $ - 4. 200.000 German 
marks 

  

http://robinsonlibrary.com/history/history/worldwar1/nations.htm
http://www.pbs.org/greatwar/resources/casdeath_pop.html
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France 26 
USA 22 

Austria-Hungary 21 
Russia 18 
Italy 10 

Belgium, Romania, 
Portugal, 

Yugoslavia 
5 

Turkey + Bulgaria 3 
Japan + Greece 1 
Total expenses 186 000 000 000 $ 

(http://www.schoolshistory.org.uk/ASLevel_History/week3_impactofwar.htm) 

Activity: 

1. Based on Tab.2, identify the country with the highest number of casualties in comparison with 
the total mobilized forces in this war. 

2. Based on information in Tab.3, imagine yourself as the leader of one of the countries listed in it. 
How would you spend the mentioned amount of money? 

Source 2 

England 
 
Fear, grief, sorrow: these are the overriding emotions of war. For men, women, and children confined to 
the home front between 1914 and 1918, exhilarating surges of patriotic energies and the evaporation of 
many restraints were fleeting thrills when set against the loss of loved ones. Children woke to find that 
their fathers had left for distant battlefields while they slept. Three hundred thousand never saw their 
fathers again; 160,000 wives received the dreaded telegram informing them that their husbands had 
been killed. Countless others discovered the meaning of suffering. 
 
(Article taken from “The Guardian” of 11 November 2008, titled “First World War – Another battle 
front” by Joanna Bourke, professor of history at Birkbeck College, London, and author of “An Intimate 
History of Killing (Granta) and Rape: A History from the 1860s to the Present (Virago)”) 

(http://www.theguardian.com/
world/2008/nov/11/first-world-
war-changing-british-society) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.schoolshistory.org.uk/ASLevel_History/week3_impactofwar.htm
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/nov/11/first-world-war-changing-british-society
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/nov/11/first-world-war-changing-british-society
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/nov/11/first-world-war-changing-british-society
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Fig.3. Postcard of the time: “Say good-night, daddy, not good-bye!” 

(http://www.europeana1914-

1918.eu/en/collection/search?count=12&q=good+night+%25+good+bye%25&qf%5Bindex%5D%5B%5D=a&utf8=%

E2%9C%93) 

Activity:  

1. Discuss about the characters in this photograph. 

2. What was the dilemma faced by fathers when they decided to leave their families to 
serve in the war? 

3. Share your opinions about the effect of a missing father figure in the family, not only on 
father-child relationships, but on how children related to their mothers as well.  

Source 3 

England 

More than 41,000 men had their limbs amputated during the war; 272,000 suffered injuries in the legs 
or arms that did not require amputation; 60,500 were wounded in the head or eyes; and 89,000 
sustained other serious damage to their bodies. The home front eventually welcomed back men and 
women whose war service abroad had left scars, both visible and invisible, which were often difficult to 
speak about. 

(http://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/nov/11/first-world-war-changing-british-society) 

http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/collection/search?count=12&q=good+night+%25+good+bye%25&qf%5Bindex%5D%5B%5D=a&utf8=%E2%9C%93
http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/collection/search?count=12&q=good+night+%25+good+bye%25&qf%5Bindex%5D%5B%5D=a&utf8=%E2%9C%93
http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/collection/search?count=12&q=good+night+%25+good+bye%25&qf%5Bindex%5D%5B%5D=a&utf8=%E2%9C%93
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/nov/11/first-world-war-changing-british-society
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Fig. 4. The war is over for them. Photo taken at a hospital in Manchester, England. 
(http://www.worldwar1postcards.com/real-photographic-ww1-postcards.php) 

 

Activity: 

1. Imagine these men when they headed for war. Do you think they knew that this awaited them 
in the future? 

2. How do you think they felt after the war?  
3. Describe their life after the war focusing on their emotional and psychological situation, their 

role in society, how they will adapt to their new life, etc.  

 

Source 4 

Life in Germany during World War I. How did the German society adapt? 

Sending soldiers to war left Germany short of male labor. Faced with this problem, employers had to fill 
positions with the population that was left behind, i.e., women and children. This had a positive impact 
on the German economy, but there were also some very serious disadvantages to working when it came 
to women. They increasingly found themselves being treated as inferior to the men they worked 
alongside and those away fighting. Many employers made it clear that once the war ended their jobs 
would not be safe and would be re-opened to the men that had left them behind. They also faced the 
problem of poor pay, with wages so low that many could not afford to feed their families. 

 

http://www.worldwar1postcards.com/real-photographic-ww1-postcards.php
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Many were not paid half the amount their male counterparts earned. They were required to work long 
hours too, which meant that not only could they hardly afford basic necessities, but also that they had 
far less time to spend with their children.  (http://www.centenarynews.com/article?id=717) 

 

 

Fig. 5.  Photograph taken in 1916: Woman working in the furnace of a big factory         
(http://ww.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/changing-lives-gender-expectations) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6. Boys during the First World War in England ready to work the land, as they had never done 
before. This was part of national efforts to increase food production, which reflects the importance of 

food supplies in times of war. 
(http://histclo.com/essay/war/ww1/home/cou/eng/w1he-food.html) 

 

http://www.centenarynews.com/article?id=717
http://ww.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/changing-lives-gender-expectations
http://histclo.com/essay/war/ww1/home/cou/eng/w1he-food.html
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Activity: 

1. What about the youth? How do you think their life was during the war? What was the effect of 
war on their education? 

2. List advantages and disadvantages of the work of youth and women during WWI. 
3. How did the role of women in society change during the war? Compare the role of women in 

society during the war and in today’s world.  

Lack 5  

Lack of food 

The food that was available to civilians was expensive too, with wages often not high enough for families 
to afford a proper diet. Mortality rates for children rose along with those of adults and elderly citizens, 
and many people died of malnutrition or diseases related to weakened bodies. By 1916 soap, fat, 
cheese, butter and eggs were unavailable, while coal, shoes and textiles were scarce. With food prices 
getting higher and higher, the government implemented maximum prices on certain products, including 
sugar and potatoes. To combat the decrease in availability of food, the German government also 
established compulsory 'meatless' and 'fatless' days. ( http://www.centenarynews.com/article?id=717) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7.  Children in Berlin are fed by members of the Salvation Army. The Allies, still wary of postwar 
Germany, chose to continue the wartime naval blockade until the German government ratified the 
Treaty of Versailles in July 1919. Unfortunately this prevented urgently needed food supplies from 

reaching Germany, Austria and hard-pressed areas of Eastern Europe. As a result, children starved to 
death--and those who watched them starve would never forgive the Allies. 

(http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/firstworldwar/ger-salv-army-feed.htm) 

http://www.centenarynews.com/article?id=717
http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/firstworldwar/ger-salv-army-feed.htm
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Activity: 

1. List the consequences of lack of food in markets during the war.  

2. Suggest other ways of handling the problem of lack of food.   

 

Activity 

Daylight saving time 

Faced with acute shortages of coal, the German authorities decreed that on 30 April 1916, the 
clocks should move forward, so giving an extra hour of daylight in the evenings. This practice quickly 
spread to other countries. Britain began three weeks later on 21 May 1916. In March 1918, the US 
Congress made daylight saving time official in order to save energy. Once the war was over, 
Daylight Saving Time was abandoned, but it eventually returned. 

Article taken from “BBC News” of 13 April 2014, titled “10 Inventions that Owe Their Success to World 
War One” by Stephen Evans (http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26935867). 
 

Source 6 

The letter never read 

This is a letter to the English soldier Arthur Osborne from his mother, which he never read because he 
lost his life. Arthur Osborne was born in 1890 in Liverpool, England and died on 11 September 1918 in 
Pickardy, France. 

  

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26935867
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Fig. 8.  The letter never read. Mother writes to her son: “Please tell m that you are alright and try to 
write back as soon as possible. We have changed the address and we are very happy here now, but 

we miss you a lot!” 

(http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/contributions/4314#prettyPhoto) 

      

 

Source 7 

Cards for my dearest Alice 

Joseph Coughlin was my mother's uncle, and was in the Royal Dublin Fusiliers. He worked with a horse 
and cart when he came back from serving on the Western Front, and lived for many years after the war. 
Joseph used to drink with Matt Talbot. These postcards were sent to his sweetheart, and later wife, Ally 
(Alice). Joe suggested she buy a postcard album, and sent her different examples of postcards for it. 

 (There are 74 cards in total) 

For further information see: http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/contributions/3428 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 

 

       Fig.9. Be brave my dear                       

Activity:  

1. Discuss the above figures:  
- Do you think that the first card was sent at the beginning or at the end of the war? 
- What is the condition of families of soldiers sent to war? 

 

 

 

Fig.10. Bandits raping women and massacring children 

http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/contributions/4314#prettyPhoto
http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/contributions/3428
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Source 8 

John Dyson: 11th Battalion 11, Lancashire Fusiliers, killed 7 September 1917, Bellewaarde Ridge 
Passchendaele. While he was at the frontline, his wife had a hard life raising their two daughters alone, 
one of which would die due to hardships. In a card sent to his wife, he expressed his concern about the 
living conditions of his family, their lack of money, as well as his movements in the frontline (Date: 
1917/09/07) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11. Letter from the frontline: “To the one I love, even though I cannot see your face, I keep 
thinking about you!” 

(http://www.europeana1914-
1918.eu/en/europeana/record/15601/0AD0D0093A5E13D5643433C5623F3504286B1A44#prettyPhoto) 

DOES THE WAR DISCRIMINATE? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/europeana/record/15601/0AD0D0093A5E13D5643433C5623F3504286B1A44#prettyPhoto
http://www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/europeana/record/15601/0AD0D0093A5E13D5643433C5623F3504286B1A44#prettyPhoto
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Fig. 1. Damage to land and forests 

(http://www.ww1.australianwarheroes.com/) 

Miss Edith Cavell was a British nurse who was arrested by the Germans in Belgium while caring for the 
wounded in the frontline and was later sentenced to death. Despite international pressure for mercy, 
she was shot by a German firing squad. Her execution was condemned by the entire world. 

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Remember!  
(http://www.europeana1914-                                    

1918.eu/en/europeana/record/15601/E09533B94A3136D4CA5306E7006DD56F20A4E9FA#prettyPhoto) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3. It was the first time in a war that civilians were the target. Children going into a shelter, UK. 
(http://cookit.e2bn.org/historycookbook/22-111-Life-in-edwardians-and-ww1.html) 

http://www.ww1.australianwarheroes.com/
http://cookit.e2bn.org/historycookbook/22-111-Life-in-edwardians-and-ww1.html
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Discussion 
1. Put yourself in the shoes of a soldier during WWI. 

a. On which block would you prefer to fight? 
b. Why would you choose this block? 
c. Write a letter to your family. 
d. Write a brief description of your condition and that of your family on the day of your 

return from war! 
2. Identify social damages caused by World War I. 
3. Identify economic damages caused by World War II. 
4. List social groups damaged by war. 
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