
 

 
 
 

Overview: 
This activity highlights the different ways that young people contributed to Canada's war effort 
during the First World War. It asks participants to analyze how wartime ads encouraged 
Canadians more widely to support this war effort. Participants can then go on to create an ad for 
a cause or project that is important to them, focusing on strategic communication and 
messaging. 

Time required: 45 minutes to 1.5 hours (depending on time allocated to design and creation of 
ads) 

Facilitator’s plan:  
- Divide participants into small groups. 
- Share the activity document with each group or each participant. If delivering the module 

virtually, email the document ahead of time if possible.  
- Participants should read summary about Canada’s war effort and the role of young 

people, as well as the role of wartime advertisements and the changing definition of 
propaganda. 

- Working in groups, participants will analyze the examples of propaganda posters and 
answer the questions below (part 1). Facilitators can choose posters based on specific 
themes of interest to the group. If in person, print some poster options ahead of time or 
have them available on a screen. If virtual, students can view the links to the posters 
online.  

- Participants will then proceed to conceive and (time permitting) design or create an ad 
for a project that is important to them or that the facilitator chooses (part 2). If virtual, 
participants can discuss their projects or a specific topic chosen by the facilitator. They 
can answer questions as a group.  

 
Note to facilitators: alternative activities are provided below. One of the activities connects to the 
module “Veteran and Community Action and Activism Following the Great War”.  
Facilitators may also wish to discuss First World War ads/propaganda more widely. Discussions 
could focus on analysis of primary sources, or wider themes and symbols included in the 
posters (ideals of masculinity and femininity; imperialism and colonialism; people or groups who 
are not depicted in the images, etc.).  
 
This module is designed to get participants thinking about/ contributing to a community project. 
They can choose to submit a plan for this project to be eligible for additional leadership training 
and coaching, which will assist in implementing the project. For more information, please 
consult the Facilitator’s Guide to the program. 
 
 
 
 

Canada’s War Effort 
 



 

 
Activity: 

 
Context: The First World War was a “total war”, meaning that Canadians across nearly all 
areas of society participated or were impacted in some way. While battles were fought 
overseas, the contributions of civilians on the home front - including children and teenagers - 
were essential to Canada’s larger war effort.  
 
Children, like many other members of society, volunteered or worked to ‘do their bit’ for the war. 
Children helped with local agriculture and food production by cultivating fruit or vegetable 
gardens, often at their own homes. These were commonly called Victory Gardens. Children also 
recycled useful materials and participated in fundraising activities. Young girls specifically were 
encouraged to knit socks for soldiers overseas.  
 
Many farm workers enlisted to fight, so thousands of teens aged 15 to 19 were recruited to help 
with the harvest on farms. While the minimum age to enlist in the war was 18 and later 19 years 
of age, many boys lied about their age, eager to join the fight. An estimated 2,000 of these 
young men were killed during the war.  
 
Families were impacted by the constant worry of having a father, husband, son or brother 
fighting in the war. Some families were also impacted financially. The Canadian Patriotic Fund 
(CPF) helped ease some of the financial worry, as money raised by the CPF was distributed to 
soldiers’ families in need of financial support. 
 
Wartime advertisements or propaganda, such posters, encouraged Canadians of all ages to 
give their time or money to the war effort. The term “propaganda” had a very different meaning 
before the First World War. For a long time, it meant spreading or propagating an idea or belief, 
for example in a religious context. Later, it took on a more political context of convincing others 
of a political belief. This changed with the First World War, when the term “propaganda” was 
often associated with exaggerating or spreading false information.  
 
Advertisements and posters were filled with images or words designed to create an emotional 
response. The images and messaging featured in the ads often depicted ideals of masculinity or 
femininity; excluded certain groups or people; or appeals to specific forms of patriotism, for 
example. On a psychological and moral level, imagery or words could be used to spread fear or 
hatred of the Germans and other opposing forces. Other advertisements promoted enlisting, 
rationing food, supporting the CPF, supporting Victory Loans (the Canadian government 
encouraging citizens to purchase war bonds as a loan to help finance the war, which could be 
redeemed after the war), or supporting soldiers overseas.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Group Activity: An essential quality of a leader is the ability to effectively communicate key 
messages, calls to action, and goals.  Analyse the following examples of wartime posters.  
Then, design an advertisement for a cause or project that is important to you.  
 
Links to poster options: 
 
- Canadian Posters from the First World War, Archives of Ontario (multiple options): 
http://www.archives.gov.on.ca/en/explore/online/posters/index.aspx  
- “Soldiers of the Soil,” Canadian War Museum: 
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/propaganda/recruitment-
posters/soldiers-of-the-soil/?back=371  
- “Empire Day, Call for Children's Help,” Canadian War Museum:  
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/archival-documents/documents-
created-by-organizations/empire-day-call-for-childrens-help/?back=387  
- “If You Can't Join Him, You Should Help Her,” Canadian War Museum: 
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/propaganda/materials-for-the-war-
effort/if-you-cant-join-him-you-should-help-her/?back=383  
 
Part 1:  
 
Choose 2 posters to compare, and answer the following: 
 
What is the main message or call to action? What imagery or words are used to convey the 
message? 
 
Who is the audience (age range, social group, economic status, military personnel or civilians 
etc.)? 
 
Are the posters compelling? Do they make you want to act upon the message or make you 
react in a certain way? 
 
Are the posters convincing in terms of the intended messages? If not, what images or words 
would you use instead? 
 
Do you think any of the images or words featured are exaggerated or false? 
 
Part 2: Plan an advertisement for a community or school project that is important to you. This 
might be a project you are currently working on or one that you intend to work on in future. It can 
relate to a club or organization that you are involved with, or a volunteer or fundraising activity, 
for example. Alternatively, the facilitator may assign a project or activity. 
 
Your advertisement will be a piece of propaganda. But here, we mean ‘propaganda’ in the 
traditional or pre-First World War sense, as described above! Consider the following, in order to 

http://www.archives.gov.on.ca/en/explore/online/posters/index.aspx
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/propaganda/recruitment-posters/soldiers-of-the-soil/?back=371
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/propaganda/recruitment-posters/soldiers-of-the-soil/?back=371
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/archival-documents/documents-created-by-organizations/empire-day-call-for-childrens-help/?back=387
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/archival-documents/documents-created-by-organizations/empire-day-call-for-childrens-help/?back=387
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/propaganda/materials-for-the-war-effort/if-you-cant-join-him-you-should-help-her/?back=383
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/propaganda/materials-for-the-war-effort/if-you-cant-join-him-you-should-help-her/?back=383


 

create an ad that is convincing, provides accurate information and will be most appealing to the 
audience of your project: 
 
-Who is the audience or public you want to reach? 
 
-What advertisement format would best reach your target audience? Some examples include 
digital or paper posters; social media posts; emails; videos; blog posts or a website post. 
 
- How can you best adapt your advertisement to the format you’ve selected? 
 
-What is the main message of your advertisement? Consider how this message would be best 
conveyed to your target audience (key words, images, length, for example) 
 
Extended activity - create the ad! 
 
 
Alternate activities - Keep the above considerations in mind as you complete one or more of 
the following: 

- Design an educational poster to promote awareness of an event or issue from the First 
World War 

- For groups that also completed the “Veteran and Community Action and Activism 
Following the Great War” module, design an educational poster advocating for equal 
rights and post-war support of First Nations, Black or Japanese veterans 

- Design an educational poster to promote awareness of a current social issue that you 
are passionate about 

 
Sources consulted and additional resources: 
 
The Canadian Encyclopedia, Historica Canada: 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/canadian-children-and-the-great-war  
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/wartime-home-front  
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/propaganda-in-Canada  
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/first-world-war-wwi  
 
Canadian War Museum: 
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/history/life-at-home-during-the-war/the-war-economy/farming-
and-food/  
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