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Introduction: The people’s 
centenary
The national commemorations of the First World War centenary 
took place in a uniquely divisive and tumultuous period in 
Britain’s post-war history. The period from 2014 to 2018 saw two 
referendums. The first decided the future composition of the 
United Kingdom that fought one century before, as Scotland 
went to the polls in the independence referendum of 2014 to 
decide whether to go it alone. The second, it transpired, would 
expose divides right across the UK, as voters split into Leave and 
Remain camps in the EU referendum, revealing divisions by social 
class, geography, politics and across the generations. Two General 
Elections changed the face of UK politics and re-shaped the two 
main political parties.

Against such a backdrop, it was in some ways remarkable that the 
centenary remained above such divisions, with majorities across our 
different identity tribes feeling that, overall, the commemorations 
struck the right tone. That it would do so was not so clear back in 
2013, when there had been a public political argument about what 
the message of the centenary should be. Some voices wanted a 
centenary that celebrated the allied victory, while others questioned 
whether the commemorative programme might celebrate war and 
provoke nationalist sentiment. Yet there was little public appetite 
for such polarising interpretations. Most people saw the centenary 
as a chance to come together, remember the loss and sacrifice of so 
many who fought and to learn more about a history that was at risk 
of slipping out of reach.

British Future first undertook deliberative research in 2012-
13 into public expectations of the First World War centenary, 
published in ‘Do Mention the War: will 1914 matter in 2014?’ 
in August 2013.   Prior to the centenary, a powerful sense of the 
foundational importance of ‘the world wars’ in shaping our society, 
our identity and our world was combined for most people with a 
very shaky grasp of almost any information at all about the First 
World War and a common inability to separate the two wars.  We 
reported before the centenary that “a remarkable public appetite 
for the centenary reflected not just a solemn responsibility to 
commemorate the enormous loss of life” but that “the idea of the 
centenary as ‘a chance to learn’ had a powerful resonance”. That 
research provided a baseline for this attitudes tracker project across 
the centenary period. In December 2014 YouGov tested public 
knowledge and attitudes to the centenary once it was underway. 
This was repeated again after the centenary of the Somme in 2016 
and after the Armistice commemorations in 2018, building on the 
pre-centenary baseline survey in 2013. 
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This found that most people in 2018 felt that the centenary had 
brought people together across the UK. That was not its only 
impact, however: people felt that they and their children had 
learned more about their history and wanted to go on and find 
out more. One striking finding of this research was the increasing 
knowledge of the First World War service of soldiers from across 
the Commonwealth, with awareness of Indian soldiers increasing 
from being minority knowledge in 2014 to being known by seven 
in ten Britons by 2018. In the context of contemporary divisions 
by ethnicity and faith, the ongoing efforts of the extreme right to 
divide our society, and the challenges of integration and belonging, 
that is a remarkable achievement.

What is more, the centenary succeeded in making events that took 
place a century ago, with no surviving combatants and a scarcity 
of documentary footage, feel relevant in the Britain of 2018. It 
triggered emotional connections through family links, by place and 
through greater understanding of the war’s impact on the society 
we live in today. It made us think more about the history that we 
share and which has shaped our identity today. 

It is little wonder, then, that respondents to the 2018 research felt 
that we should mark the 2039 centenary of the Second World War 
with a nationwide commemorative programme on a similar scale. 
That may seem a long way off now, but it will be important to 
capture the lessons of a programme of centenary activities that not 
only steered a course through the polarising events of the last four 
years, but also offered a sense of common ground that transcended 
contemporary divides.

About the First World War tracker 
project 
Throughout the First World War centenary British Future and 
partners the BBC, Imperial War Museums, Department for Digital, 
Culture, Media and Sport and the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission conducted on a longitudinal research project using 
YouGov research to track public knowledge and attitudes over the 
course of the Centenary commemorations. 

This research builds on the baseline established in the 2013 British 
Future report ‘Do Mention the War: will 1914 matter in 2014?’ and 
has tracked responses in 2014 after the centenary commenced, in 
2016 after the centenary of the Somme and again after the 2018 
centenary of the Armistice, to key themes, together with a series of 
ad hoc questions about important moments during the centenary 
commemorations. 
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1. Setting the tone of the 
centenary
The public responded warmly to the national commemorations of 
the First World War centenary, engaging with public events from 
the Poppies in the moat in 2014 to the Armistice commemorations 
in 2018.

Our tracker poll asked people to rate the tone of the centenary 
commemorations on a 0-10 scale. The score increased steadily over 
the four-year period, to an average of 8 out of 10 in 2018, up from 
an average score of 7.3 in both 2014 and 2016. As the centenary 
came to a close in 2018, more than 1 in 5 people said the tone of the 
centenary overall was ‘completely right’ (21%) and gave it a score of 
10 out of 10. To unpack why people rated it so highly we considered 
how the public heard about the centenary, what topics they felt 
were covered the most and in what way.  

As we look back at the centenary now in 2019, this may seem 
unsurprising. It is worth remembering the uniquely polarising 
context in which the centenary took place, a four-year period 
that saw two general elections and two referendums. Even before 
the centenary started, there was some debate about how Britain 
should mark this unique moment in its history – with some 
contending that the centenary was an opportunity to celebrate 
the nation’s victory in 1918, while others questioned whether such 
commemorations constituted a celebration of a brutal and bloody 
conflict.

Figure 1: Changing public perceptions of the tone of centenary commemorations from 2014 to 2018.  

Sources: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2014, 2016 & 2018.
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People rejected a culture war on 
remembrance 
Such divisive messages about the meaning of the centenary secured 
little support from the public. Polarising messages on the centenary 
commemorations were rejected consistently by respondents to the 
tracker poll. A message that glorified the war and winning found 
little support from the public in 20141, when only 28% agreed, and 
this disapproval only increased across the centenary with just 14% 
agreeing in 2018 with the statement: 

“Instead of focusing on the pity of war and the loss 
of life, the central theme of the First World War 
commemoration should have been that it was just 
a war that was important to Britain to fight and 
win”.

Similarly, the argument against commemorating the First World 
War because it might promote nationalism was also rejected.  In 
2014 as the centenary commenced, just 19% of the public agreed 
with the message: 

“We should have worried about the rush to 
commemorate the First World War as this may 
encourage war and nationalism when this was a 
futile war of unimaginable slaughter”.

As it drew to a close in 2018 approval shrank further, with only 14% 
agreeing with the statement. Polarising messages did not resonate 
with a public that wanted people across Britain to mark this 
moment in our history together. Even at a time when views and 
opinions could feel more divided, the commemorations were not 
politicised in this way for the public.

Such notions were out of step with the public mood. These findings 
can be contrasted with the support from two-thirds (64%) of the 
public in 2018 for a message of reconciliation and togetherness:

“The centenary of the Great War was an important 
moment when former enemies came together 
to remember – and value the reconciliation and 
friendship which helps us to understand each other 
better, from business links to sport and culture, in 
our more connected world”. 
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While the popularity of this message dipped somewhat from 
the 76% approval it achieved in 2014 – perhaps reflecting our 
more divided society in 2018 – for most people the centenary was 
not to be used as a political football. Against this backdrop it is 
unsurprising that the first ever attendance of the German President 
at the UK’s Armistice Day commemorations in 2018, laying a 
wreath at the Cenotaph alongside the Queen, sparked so little 
controversy.

To unpack why people rated the tone of the commemorations so 
highly we considered how the public heard about the centenary, the 
aspects of the First World War that they heard about and the ways 
in which this information was communicated.  

How the centenary was communicated 
to the public 
In 2018, more people felt they heard ‘the right amount’ of 
information about the centenary from broadcasters and national 
newspapers than in 2016 and perceptions of government sources 
also improved. The way people heard or saw information about the 
centenary changed subtly by 2018 – as ‘Word of mouth’ became 
a dissemination channel as the nation got talking about the 
centenary. 

According to the First World War Tracker findings in 2016, 
people wanted to hear more about the First World War centenary 
publically and felt they had heard less than in 2014.  By the end 
of the commemorations, expectations were better met and the 
public felt they had heard about the right amount, particularly 
in the broadcast media. 37% of people agreed there was too little 
publicity from the Government back in 2016, but that view had 
reversed by the end of 2018 and 32% considered the amount of 
government publicity to have been ‘about right’.   A majority of 
people in 2018 (56%) agreed that TV and radio coverage of the 
centenary had the right amount of publicity - an indicator of the 
vast public appetite to learn more, given that the First World War 
centenary was the biggest ‘season’ of thematic coverage in the 
BBC’s history. 
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Figure 2: Public perceptions of the amount of publicity received by the centenary in 2018.

Source: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2018.

Attitudes towards Government sources remained typically lower 
across the tracker poll findings. This can partly be explained by a 
lack of public awareness of the role that government departments 
played within the wider remembrance commemorations nationally. 
In 2018, four in ten of those surveyed (38%) did not know who led 
the centenary commemorations, with 26% incorrectly believing it 
was the Royal British Legion and only 6% correctly choosing the 
Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport.

People tended to hear about the centenary predominately from TV 
and radio in 2016, and similarly, by the end of 2018, most people 
encountered it on their television (38%), with the BBC the most 
commonly-cited source. 67% of all TV mentioned was from BBC 
channels or programmes. The tone of TV coverage was considered 
better by the end of the centenary, and the average score given was 
7.3 compared to 6.9 in 2016.
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People consumed information on the 
centenary from a variety of sources 

By 2018 the nation had got talking about 
the centenary
After television, the second most popular way people heard about 
the centenary was through word of mouth (19%), overtaking 
newspapers and radio. More people also encountered the centenary 
at public events than had in previous years. The public responded 
positively to the tone of these events, rating them 8 out of 10. For 
organisations that sought to engage the public with the centenary, 
this story of participation and engagement is encouraging.

There was also a subtle shift away from traditional media sources, 
such as newspapers, from 2014 to 2018 as more people learned 
about the centenary online. Online sources such as Facebook 
and other social media were mentioned more in 2018, when 23% 
of those who heard about the centenary online said they did so 
through Facebook; higher than the 16% who said they encountered 
the centenary on news websites.  Across different platforms people 
rated the tone of information they received about the centenary 
more highly in 2018, in almost every case, than in 2016 or 2014. 

Figure 3: Changing patterns of information consumption regarding the centenary from 2014 to 2018.

In the last two months, where 
haveyou seen information about the 
centenary of the First World War?

2018 
(%)

2016*
(%)

2014* 
(%)

TV 38 37 48

Word of mouth 19 13 18
Newspaper 18 15 25

Radio 13 10 14
Online 13 11 12
At a public event 12 4 8
At a museum 6 5 6
Government/official sources 2 2 2
None of these 24 32 19
Don’t know 20 16 16

*Please note the wording of 2016 and 2014 questions makes this not directly comparable.  The 2016  and 2014 
wording asked “In the last month…”* 
Source: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2018.
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Wanting to hear more
Despite the overwhelmingly positive response to the tone of the 
commemorations, some people still felt that they had not heard 
enough about some of the themes of the centenary. By the end 
2018, 45% of the public still felt they had heard too little about the 
causes of the First World War on TV and at events. This may have 
been because the media had moved on from this theme, which 
was given extensive coverage in 2014; it may also indicate a level of 
public unease with their own lack of knowledge about the complex 
origins of the war.

Desire to hear more about the diverse contribution to the war was 
also apparent in the findings. While the growth in knowledge of 
the role that Commonwealth soldiers played in the First World 
War was one of the headline findings of this research, discussed 
later in this report, 43% of white respondents and 46% of ethnic 
minorities still felt that they did not hear enough about this 
Commonwealth contribution. A similar proportion (41%) felt that 
they heard too little about the role that women played in the First 
World War, with 45% of women (and 37% of men) feeling that this 
topic received too little attention. 

Figure 4: Changing public perceptions on the presentation of public information regarding the centenary.

Sources: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2014, 2016 & 2018.
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Curators and commissioners can also take heart from these 
findings. Rather than a public that was ‘war weary’ in 2018, having 
been overloaded with information for four years (as some feared), 
audiences were left hungry to learn more. While it may seem 
obvious now, in the afterglow of a successful programme, that those 
tasked with coordinating the centenary commemorations would 
set the right tone, it is worth remembering that this was not quite 
so clear back in 2013 and 2014. Navigating a course through the 
polarising events of 2014-18 was not so easy and, as we shall explore 
in the following section, the centenary did better than just not 
getting it wrong.



13 British Future / The People’s Centenary: Tracking Public Attitudes to the First World War Centenary 2013-2018

2. Impact on the Public 
The centenary commemorations reached a substantial proportion 
of the public and had an impact on them, increasing knowledge 
of this aspect of Britain’s history, sometimes to a striking 
extent. It succeeded in making events that happened a century 
ago feel relevant to people today – though our research also 
highlighted audiences for whom more could be done to make this 
shared history feel relevant. The culmination of the centenary 
commemorations also represented a moment that we could all 
share – bringing people together across the UK.

Figure 5: Taking part in First World War Activities.
 

Source: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2018.

Many people took part 
Many people took part over the four years of the commemorations 
in events, cultural activities and more people said that they had 
heard about the centenary from public events than previously 
over the four years. Our poll found that 13% of adults in Great 
Britain recalled taking part in commemorative events, activities 
and exhibitions inspired by the centenary, an estimated 6.6 million 
adults2. This figure excludes children, many of whom will have 
learned about the First World War and/or taken part in centenary-
related activities at school.  It also excludes people in Northern 
Ireland and those who had participated but, when asked in 
December 2018, could not recall having done so.  The Battlefields 
Tour programme, funded by the Department for Education and 
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 
was created so that up to four pupils and a teacher from every 
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state secondary school in England could visit a First World War 
battlefield. The figure also excludes those who did not recall 
actively taking part in an event but watched coverage of local and 
national commemorations on television or in other media. 

Respondents’ interpretations of ‘taking part’ in activities may also 
have been different from visiting or attending events. For example, 
17% reported they had visited their local war memorial over the 
course of the centenary; 8% that they had attended a public art 
exhibition and 6% a First World War exhibition at a local museum; 
and 3% said they had visited a war grave site in Europe. A further 
28% who had not taken part said they planned to do so or would 
consider doing so. The centenary will have struck a chord with 
many more than 6.6 million people.

Those who did participate were keen to do so again: of those who 
said they had taken part in centenary activities, nearly twice as 
many said they planned to repeat the experience as said they did 
not plan to do so again. As one might expect, participation grew 
over the centenary period, with 5% more people saying that they 
had taken part in events by 2018 than at the mid-way point in 
2016, when 8% said they had participated in the centenary. Those 
who took part tended to be more interested in history and more 
knowledgeable about key First World War facts.  

Figure 6: What centenary events did people attend? 

Source: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2018.
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People learned about their history
The public engaged with their history during the four years of the 
centenary as people learned about the First World War, its causes 
and impacts and the people who fought. Heritage organisations 
such as the Imperial War Museum marked the centenary with a 
revived First World War exhibition and 5% of adults in Britain said 
they had visited the IWM over the course of the centenary. Public 
perception of such efforts was warm, with most people (58%) 
agreeing in 2018 that schools and museums had successfully used 
the centenary to help children and people of all ages learn more 
about our nation’s history. 

Throughout the centenary, the tracker measured levels of public 
knowledge of the First World War. General knowledge of some of 
the key facts – such as the dates of its beginning and end - remained 
constant throughout the centenary period. By 2018, 70% could 
correctly identify the year in which the war ended, roughly the 
same as the 69% who knew this at the beginning of the centenary 
in 2014. There still remains a proportion of the population, 
approximately three in ten, who are unaware of when the war 
started and ended. Given the extent of the centenary activities this 
group may always be hard to reach. 

Young people know less but want to 
know more
With the absence of any living First World War combatants in the 
UK, the need to continue to engage and tell their stories came 
across in the generation gaps in knowledge. Even in 2018, as we 
marked the centenary of the Armistice, only 56% of 18-24-year-olds 
could correctly state the year in which the First World War ended, 
compared to 87% of over 65s.  The centenary commemorations did 
not succeed in closing this 30-point-plus knowledge gap, which was 
similar in 2014 when 52% of 18-24s could recall that the First World 
War ended in 1918, compared to 85% of the oldest age group. 

Young people also felt less confident in their knowledge of the 
First World War, with more than half (54%) saying that they did 
not feel knowledgeable compared to 41% of over-65s. This is less 
surprising given that the First World War is not taught in schools 
until GCSE level, where students have a choice of taking history as 
a subject.  Yet young people’s interest in history generally has not 
waned, remaining constant at around six-in-ten since the centenary 
commenced in 2014 (60% in 2014, 61% in 2018). Their appetite to 
learn more also persists, with more than a third of 18-24-year-olds 
(37%) saying that they want to learn more about the First World 
War by the end of the centenary – broadly equivalent to the UK 
average across all age groups (39%). 
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Increasing awareness of First World War 
Commonwealth soldiers
Soldiers from across the Commonwealth fought alongside 
British troops in the First World War, including more than a 
million soldiers from undivided India. Public awareness of this 
Commonwealth contribution has risen significantly over the 
course of the centenary – in fact it is the biggest recorded change 
in public knowledge. Our pre-centenary baseline survey in 2012 
found that only a minority (44%) were aware of the contribution 
of Indian soldiers in the First World War. By 2018 that had risen to 
71% - the same proportion of the public who know the beginning 
and end dates of the war. Awareness of the service of Australian, 
Canadian and Kenyan soldiers also increased, but by 2018 this 
had been eclipsed by awareness of Indian soldiers, reflecting 
the incorporation of the Indian First World War story into the 
narrative of the centenary.

While this increase in awareness of the diverse armies that fought 
for Britain in 1914-18 is worth noting simply from the perspective 
of increasing knowledge, it can also serve a further purpose. As 
we explore in the following section on the legacy of the centenary, 
most people agree that telling this story of shared history, across 
Britons of different ethnic backgrounds, can help integration in 
Britain today.

Sources: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2014, 2016 & 2018 and YouGov / British 
Future Do Mention The War Survey Results 2012. 
Note – Turkey, which did not fight on the British side in the First World War, included as a control.
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Figure 7: Growing awareness of the Commonwealth contribution to the First World War
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Awareness of the First World War contribution from soldiers of 
different faith backgrounds also increased over the course of the 
centenary. An estimated 400,000 Muslim soldiers, from what is 
now Pakistan, fought as part of the Indian army in 1914-18. In 2014 
only around a fifth of the public were aware of this, with ICM 
research for British Future in 2014 finding a 22% level of awareness. 
By 2018, 38% of the public was aware that Muslim soldiers fought 
for Britain in the First World War. While the contribution of 
soldiers from the Christian faith still remains the most well-known 
amongst the public at 79%, awareness of the Sikh contribution 
increased from 34% in 2014 to 38% in 2018, with awareness of 
soldiers from Jewish and Hindu faiths rising similarly. 

This rise in awareness of the ethnic and faith diversity of the armies 
that fought for Britain in the First World War is encouraging for 
organisations seeking to ensure that this history, and Britain’s 
tradition of remembrance every November, remains relevant in an 
increasingly-diverse society. With knowledge of Indian soldiers on 
a par with that of the key dates of the First World War, it seems 
fair to conclude that efforts to incorporate the story of Indian 
soldiers into the mainstream First World War narrative – rather 
than it being a niche story told to ethnic minority audiences – was 
successful.

There is still room to improve communication of this shared 
history. A large number of those asked still felt they did not know 
these facts, with 38% answering ‘Don’t know’ when asked if people 
of Muslim faith fought. As we shall see below, the First World War 
still feels less relevant to those from minority ethnic backgrounds. 

Figure 8: Growing awareness of First World War contribution by soldiers of different faith backgrounds 

Sources: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2018 and ICM / British Future’s 
Survey 2014 (June & November).
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1918 still mattered in 2018 - the enduring 
relevance of the First World War 

Source: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2018.

This sense of relevance is not shared evenly across our society, 
however. More needs to be done to engage young people, as only 
one-third of young people (36%) felt the First World War was 
relevant to them, compared to two thirds of 50-64 year olds (67%). 

Only 28% of those from a non-white background considered the 
war relevant to their lives, compared to 59% of white respondents. 
Other demographic factors will have influenced this result – 
Britain’s BME population is younger while over-65s, for whom the 
First World War remains most relevant, are predominantly white. 
But it is clear that more work is needed to make this shared history 
relevant to Britons of all ethnic backgrounds. More can be done to 
tell the story of BME soldiers who fought for Britain in both World 
Wars, in ways that reach both ethnic minority and white majority 
audiences, helping ethnic minority Britons understand their 
personal connections to the First World War. There is an appetite 
to learn more about this among the wider public, 43% of whom 
said that they had heard too little about the role of soldiers from 
the Commonwealth in the First World War. 
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Most people feel that the First World War remains relevant today 
– an achievement for the centenary commemorations, given that 
we are talking about events of a century ago that have passed 
from living memory into history. More than half (56%) of people 
surveyed in 2018 felt that the First World War was relevant to 
them. Around three in ten (28%) said this was due to a personal 
family connection to the war and 48% because of its impact on the 
society we live in today. 

Figure 9: Perceptions of relevance of the First World War by age
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Bringing people together
The culmination of the centenary offered an opportunity for 
national events to bring people and communities together to 
commemorate for a final time. Most people (51%) agreed that the 
centenary had brought people together nationally by 2018.  Overall 
the centenary was seen to bring people together – this was felt 
more strongly at the beginning and at the end of the centenary 
period, when commemorations had the most public profile. Half 
of those surveyed in 2014 (50%) also agreed that the centenary 
brought people together across the UK, with this figure dipping to 
43% at the 2016 mid-way point.

Figure 10: Has commemorating the First World War centenary brought people together?

Sources: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2014, 2016 & 2018.

Taking part mattered to this feeling of 
greater togetherness
Nearly three quarters (73%) of those who took part in a First World 
War related activity during the centenary period, said that the 
centenary had brought people together. The challenge for future 
national commemorative events will be to extend this sentiment 
more broadly across society: only a third (33%) of ethnic minority 
respondents felt that the centenary helped bring people together 
compared to 53% of white respondents.

The way the public felt the centenary brought people together 
nationally differed to the perceptions of its impact on their local 
community.  Fewer people felt that the centenary commemorations 
brought people together locally, with 38% saying it helped bring 
their local area together. This was a marked increase on 2016 
however, when only 23% said the centenary had brought people 
together at local level. 
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3. Audience reactions to 
the BBC’s First World War 
Centenary content
David Bunker, Head of projects, Central 
audiences, BBC
In 2013 the BBC announced plans to mark the First World War 
Centenary with the biggest and most ambitious BBC-wide season 
of content ever undertaken. Featuring four years of programming 
and events spanning 2014-2018, the First World War Centenary on 
the BBC was unique in scale and breadth across BBC TV, Radio 
and Online, and across international, national and local services. 
The aim was to reach and engage as many people as possible 
with outstanding First World War content that was relevant and 
important to them (locally, nationally and internationally) across 
all our platforms. We also wanted to bring the nation together 
and to be part of the national commemorations, and along with 
our partners help create a national and international conversation 
about the First World War.

BBC Audiences tracked the audience experience over this period 
– looking at how many consumed the various pieces of content, 
asking what they thought about the coverage overall, and looking 
at what effect it had on their knowledge and views about the First 
World War. We utilised media industry measurements, as well as 
carrying out 19 individual surveys on our audience panel spanning 
2013-2019.

There was very high awareness of the BBC’s coverage and wide 
consumption of the content across the 4 years (in fact record 
levels for a BBC season of this type) – with noticeable spikes in 
2014 and 2018. Our extensive coverage in 2014 at the start of the 
commemoration already established a high base of consumption, 
with over 80% coming across some aspect of it. Even at this early 
stage there was high appreciation of what we were doing - the vast 
majority of those who had consumed some of our First World War 
coverage felt it met or exceeded their expectations and that it had 
‘captured the mood of the occasion’. 

Awareness and engagement started to wane in 2015 after the initial 
spike, but coverage around key events in the next three years (such 
as The Easter Rising, The Battles of Jutland, The Somme and 
Passchendaele, The Russian Revolution and the Armistice) reversed 
this declining trend. TV programmes and news coverage accounted 
for a large part of this audience exposure, particularly around 
the ‘real world’ commemorations and events covered on all BBC 
news outlets and live on our TV channels. There were also some 
strong performances from radio (national and local), online, and 
large numbers attended related events in their part of the country. 
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Audiences were asked in 2018 which BBC content they remember 
consuming from all the events covered during the First World War 
season – The Somme and the annual Remembrance Day coverage 
(particularly around the Armistice) particularly stuck in their 
minds. The wide range of formats, genres and platforms involved in 
our coverage also helped in reaching a broader demographic base 
beyond just existing history fans. 

Reassuringly there was no apparent ‘fatigue’ despite the high 
volume of coverage, and interest was maintained throughout - few 
said there was ‘too much’ content at any point over the four years. 
It also continued to be very warmly received – with some of the 
highest appreciation scores of all the seasons we have measured to 
date.

Perhaps most encouragingly the coverage also had a real impact 
on the audience – imparting knowledge, changing perceptions, 
and encouraging people to explore further. Many said they learnt 
something they didn’t know before across a range of subjects, and 
claimed understanding of the war and its causes increased over the 
four years from only 23% in 2014 to 48% in 2018. 

There was a particularly strong appreciation of the opportunity to 
learn about the human stories and the lives of ‘everyday people’. 
Many also felt the season was personally relevant to them, and 
made them appreciate the sacrifices that had been made by 
previous generations. 

Perhaps the most encouraging aspect of the audience response was 
that it showed the continued ability of the BBC, in an increasingly 
fragmented media environment, to bring together a wide cross-
section of the UK around a shared sense of a national event of 
this type (particularly the large spikes of interest and engagement 
at the start and the end of the commemorations). We are perhaps 
uniquely placed to do this, with our wide range of platforms and 
services and our broad audience footprint. This bodes well for 
future events of this type, not least the upcoming commemorations 
of the Second World War later this year.
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4. The legacy of the First 
World War centenary
The centenary sparked a greater appetite 
to learn more
People want to learn more and take part in remembrance of our 
history. 39% of the public hoped to learn more about the First 
World War now that the centenary celebrations are over and 36% 
would consider taking part in the future3. 

But coming together to mark the centenary tended not to happen 
of its own accord. Participation in events and activities peaked 
at the beginning and at the end of the centenary when the 
Government and other organisations focused most extensively on 
bringing the centenary to the public. This presents a rationale for 
further such national events that aim to reflect on shared history. 

Given the large number of events and exhibitions that took place 
over the four years, one might expect some feelings of ‘centenary 
fatigue’ from the public. Yet this tracker has found throughout 
the centenary period, appetite to learn more about this history 
remained strong. When we asked whether people had heard too 
much or too little about the centenary from different sources – 
from the Government, in print and in broadcast media – less than 
5% answered ‘too much’. Most said the amount of information was 
‘About right’. Similarly, when we asked whether people had heard 
too much or too little about different aspects of the First World 
War – about life in the trenches, the role of women, the service of 
Commonwealth solders or life at home in 1914-18 – no more than 
5% answered ‘too much’, with most saying they had heard the right 
amount or too little. 

Figure 11: Public appetite to learn more about the First World War in 2018.
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Young people, in particular, want to learn more – which is 
encouraging as they are significantly less knowledgeable about this 
aspect of history than older citizens. Responding to this interest 
from 18-24 year olds could help to reduce this knowledge gap 
between older and younger generations – and if done well could 
help to bridge other generational divides. Organisers will need to 
continue to tell these stories for the next generations to build on 
this desire to learn.

People saw the social value of a 
nationwide commemoration
The First World War centenary took place over a turbulent and 
divisive four-year period in Britain, which saw two referendums, 
one on Scottish independence in 2014 and a second on the UK’s 
membership of the EU in 2016, and two general elections. There 
has been much public discussion of the divisions within our society 
– by class and geography, faith and ethnicity, by age and by political 
outlook – that were brought to light since 2014.

In this context, people understood the social value of coming 
together to mark the centenary as a national event. 55% of people 
agreed that,

 “At a time when Britain can feel divided, it’s 
important that we mark moments like the First 
World War Centenary that can bring us together”. 

What is more, people felt that the centenary succeeded in 
achieving this, with 51% saying that the centenary had brought 
people together. Only 13% felt that marking events like the 
centenary was a distraction from the real challenges that we face.

The way in which we tell this history is also important. As discussed 
above, one of the most striking shifts over the centenary period was 
the growth in awareness of the contribution made by soldiers from 
across the Commonwealth. Respondents to the YouGov research 
felt that this had value beyond just giving a more accurate picture 
of history.  Nearly three quarters of the public (72%) agreed in 2018 
that,

“The British war effort included Empire and 
Commonwealth Soldiers from countries including 
India and the West Indies, Australia and Canada. 
It is important for integration today that all of our 
children are taught about the shared history of a 
multi-ethnic Britain.”
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like to see the 2039-45 centenary of the Second World War commemorated as a 
national occasion on a similar scale. 
 
2039 will be a very different centenary and could take place in a very different Britain. 
Demographic trends suggest it will be a more diverse nation, rendering the challenge of 
making this history relevant to Britons of all ethnic backgrounds all the more important. 
Knowledge and awareness of the Second World War is higher, with more source 
materials. Yet it will still be important to learn from the experience – and the success – 
of the way in which the centenary of 2014-2018 was marked. 
 
Figure 12: Public Support for a Similar Sized Centenary Event for WWII as WWI. 
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We should do it all again in 2039
There are not many occasions when people across the UK come 
together and share a (positive) experience. The commemoration of 
our history does offer opportunities to do so. As we have discussed, 
the public can see the value in doing this at a time when our society 
can feel divided – and felt that the First World War centenary did 
succeed in bringing people together.

The centenary of the Second World War in 2039-45 may feel a long 
way off now, and staff in those organisations which have only just 
completed an extensive programme of First World War  centenary 
activities may hesitate at the prospect of doing it all over again. 
But it is important to note that the public, at the end of a four-year 
centenary period which has seen events and activities across the 
UK, does not. Not only is there a continued appetite to learn more 
about the First World War, most people (68%) would like to see the 
2039-45 centenary of the Second World War commemorated as a 
national occasion on a similar scale.

2039 will be a very different centenary and could take place in 
a very different Britain. Demographic trends suggest it will be 
a more diverse nation, rendering the challenge of making this 
history relevant to Britons of all ethnic backgrounds all the more 
important. Knowledge and awareness of the Second World War is 
higher, with more source materials. Yet it will still be important to 
learn from the experience – and the success – of the way in which 
the centenary of 2014-2018 was marked.

Figure 12: Public support for a similar sized centenary event for WWII as WWI.
 

Source: YouGov / British Future WWI Tracker Survey Results 2018
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5. Research findings 
YouGov / British Future First World War 
Tracker survey results 2014, 2016 & 2018.
YouGov conducted opinion polling of 2,008 GB adults between 
09th - 10th December 2018.  The survey was carried out online. The 
figures have been weighted and are representative of all GB adults 
(aged 18+). YouGov is a member of the British Polling Council and 
abides by its rules.

1. Knowledge and relevance of the First World War

“How interested, if at all, are you in history?”

Percentage of 
those interested in 

history in 2018

Percentage of 
those interested in 

history in 2016

Percentage of 
those interested in 

history in 2014
Overall 77 75 78

Age 18-24 61 69 60
65+* 86 82 85

“What year did World War One start?”

Percentage that 
answered correctly 

in 2018

Percentage  that 
answered correctly 

in 2016

Percentage 
that answered 

correctly in 2014
Overall 71 72 77

Age 18-24 52 57 59
65+* 87 87 88

“What year did World War One end?” 

Percentage that 
answered correctly 

in 2018

Percentage 
that answered 

correctly in 2016

Percentage that 
answered correctly 

in 2014
Overall 70 67 69

Age 18-24 56 49 52
65+* 87 83 85

* 2014 results were for 60+ not 65+
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“From which of the following countries do you think more than 1,000 troops came to fight 
for Britain and her allies during the First World War?”

Country Percentage who 
answered  ‘more 

than 1000’ in 
2018

Percentage who 
answered  ‘more 

than 1000’ in 
2016

Percentage who 
answered  ‘more 

than 1000’ in 
2014

Percentage who 
answered ‘more 
than 1000’ in 

2012
India 71 68 68 44
Australia 66 64 65 47
Canada 64 61 65 44
Kenya 38 35 36 22
Turkey 18 13 8 9

Note – Turkey, which did not fight on the British side in the First World War, included as a control.

“Thinking about the faith background of the soldiers who fought for Britain during the 
First World War. For each of the faiths below, please say whether you think more or less 
than 10,000 soldiers fought for Britain during the First World War?”  – 2014 results cited 
from ICM / British Future Survey 2014 (June & November).

Religion Percentage who 
answered  ‘more 

than 1000’ in 
2018

Percentage who 
answered  ‘more 

than 1000’ in Nov 
2014

Percentage who 
answered  ‘more 

than 1000’ in June 
2014

Christian 79 73 71
Sikh 48 34 37
Hindu 46 34 34
Jewish 41 33 36
Muslim 38 27 22

Appetite to learn more: “Which of the following two statements comes closest to your 
own view?”

Statements Percentage 
that agreed 

with statement, 
2018 

Percentage 
that agreed 

with statement, 
2016

Percentage 
that agreed 

with statement, 
2014

I am hoping to learn more about 
the First World War

39 51 57

I feel that I have learned all I need 
to know about the First World 
War

20 15 15

Neither 30 26 21
Don’t know 10 8 7
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“How knowledgeable, if at all, would you say you are about the First World War that took 
place from 1914 to 1918?”

Percentage answered 
‘knowledgeable”2018

Percentage answered 
‘knowledgeable” 2016

Overall 43 38
Age 18-24 34 38

65+ 57 46
Total who took part in a 
FWW activity 

67 n/a

“Do you feel that the First World War is relevant to you?”

Percentage who answered 
‘yes’ in 2018

Percentage who answered 
‘yes’ in 2016

Overall 56 57
Ethnicity White 59 59

BME 28 28
Age 18-24 36 43

25-49 53 54
50-64 67 61

65+ 61 65

“In which, if any, of the following ways has the First World War become relevant to you? 
(Please select all that apply)” - [Asking those who answered that they felt WWI was 
personally relevant]

Reasons Overall percentage in 2018 Overall percentage 2016
Because of its impact on the 
society we live in today

77 74

Through a family 
connection

49 49

Through books, films, TV, 
internet, art and culture

46 43

Because of where I live 11 10
Other 5 7
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2. Impact of the centenary

“Do you think commemorating the First World War has or has not helped to bring people 
together in your local area?”

2018 2016 2014
Percentage answered ‘yes’ 38 23 32

“Do you think commemorating the First World War Centenary has or has not helped to 
bring people in Britain together?”

Percentage who 
answered ‘yes’ in 

2018

Percentage who 
answered ‘yes’ in  

2016

Percentage who 
answered ‘yes’ in  

2014
All UK 51 43 50

Ethnicity White 53 44 52
BME 33 28 33

“Would you say the centenary has made you more or less likely to find out more about the 
involvement of your family or local community in the First World War or has it made no 
difference?”

Answer Overall 
percentage in 

2018

Overall 
percentage in 

2016

Overall 
percentage in 

2014
Has made me MORE likely to find 
out more about the involvement of 
my family or local community in the 
First World War

24 20 28

Has made me LESS likely to find out 
more about the involvement of my 
family or local community in the First 
World War

2 1 2

Has made no difference, I was not 
interested in the First World War 
before the centenary and am still not

21 24 22

Has made no difference, I was 
interested in the First World War 
before the centenary and still am

39 40 35

Don’t know 14 15 12

“Do you support or oppose marking the centenary of the Second World War in 2039 as a 
national occasion on a similar scale to the First World War centenary?”

2018
Percentage who supported 68
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3. Media coverage

“Have you seen or heard information - including on TV, in a newspaper, or at an event - 
about any of these issues in the past two-months?” 

Issues Percentage 
answered ‘yes’ 

2018 

Percentage 
answered ‘yes’ 

2016

Percentage 
answered ‘yes’ 

2014
Life in the trenches 47 34 49
The role of women in the war 44 23 44
Life at home in Britain during the 
war

35 18 41

The role of soldiers from the empire 
and commonwealth in the British war 
effort

33 18 36

Causes of the war 23 14 30
Note –  Worded ‘in the past month’ in 2014 and 2016.

“For each of these issues, would you say you have heard too much, too little or about the 
right amount of information about them?”
Graph 1: Overall breakdown of results from across the three years

Communication Overall 
percentage 
from 2018

Overall 
percentage 
from 2016

Overall 
percentage 
from 2014

Life in the 
Trenches

Too much 5 5 5
Too little 29 34 32

About right 48 41 46
The role of women 
in the war

Too much 4 2 4
Too little 41 48 40

About right 37 29 38
Life at home in 
Britain during the 
war

Too much 3 2 3
Too little 36 43 38

About right 41 33 41
The role of soldiers 
from the empire 
and commonwealth 
in the British war 
effort

Too much 3 2 3
Too little 43 49 45

About right 34 26 33

Causes of the First 
World War

Too much 2 1 3
Too little 45 53 46

About right 32 24 34
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Graph 2: Ethnicity and Age breakdowns of those that answered ‘too little’

Communication Percentage of those who 
heard ‘too little’ about the 

role of women (2018) 

Percentage of those heard 
‘too little’ about the role of 

soldiers from the empire and 
commonwealth in the British 

war effort (2018)

Gender Male 37 40
Female 45 45

Ethnicity White 40 43
BME 50 46

“On a scale of 0-10, with 0 being “completely wrong” and 10 being “completely right”, how 
would you rate the tone of the centenary commemorations?”

2018 2016 2014
Total average score 8.0 7.3 7.3

“In the last two months, where have you seen information about the centenary of the First 
World War?”  
[note - in 2016 and 2014 the question was worded “in the last month”]

Communication Overall percentage 
from 2018 

Overall percentage 
from 2016

Overall percentage 
from 2014

TV 38 37 48
Word of mouth 19 13 18
Newspaper 18 15 25
Radio 13 10 14
Online 13 11 12
Public Event 12 4 8
At a museum 6 5 6
Government/ 
Official Sources

2 2 2
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“On a scale of 0-10, 0 being ‘very poor’ and 10 being ‘very good’, how would you rate the 
presentation of that information to the public?”

Communication Average rating from 
2018 

Average rating from 
2016

Average rating from 
2014

TV 7.3 6.9 7.5
Public event 6.8 5.6 5.7
At a museum 6.7 6.3 6.6
Newspaper 6.6 5.7 6.7
Radio 6.3 5.5 5.9
Online 6.2 5.7 6.0
Word of mouth 5.9 4.7 5.3
Government/ 
Official Sources

5.4 4.7 5.0

“Thinking about the commemoration of the First World War Centenary, do you think the 
amount of publicity this received from the following has been too much, too little or about 
the right amount?”

Communication Overall 
percentage 
from 2018

Overall 
percentage 
from 2016

Overall 
percentage 
from 2014

From the 
Government

Too much 2 2 4
Too little 30 37 35

About right 32 22 31
In print 
media

Too much 4 2 5
Too little 15 24 19

About right 46 35 46
Broadcast 
media

Too much 5 4 7
Too little 15 25 18

About right 56 44 57

 

4. Statements

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
“The British war effort included Empire and Commonwealth Soldiers from countries 
including India and the West Indies, Australia and Canada. It is important for integration 
today that all of our children are taught about the shared history of a multi-ethnic 
Britain.”

2018 2016 2014
Percentage who agreed 72 77 80
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“Schools and museums have successfully used the centenary to help children and people of 
all ages learn more about our nation’s history.” 

2018
Percentage who agreed 58

“The centenary of the Great War was an important moment when former enemies came 
together to remember – and value the reconciliation and friendship which helps us to 
understand each other better, from business links to sport and culture, in our more 
connected world.”  
[Note - worded in the present tense in 2016 and 2014]

2018 2016 2014
Percentage who agreed 64 74 76

“Instead of focusing on the pity of war and the loss of life, the central theme of the First 
World War commemoration should have been that it was just a war that was important to 
Britain to fight and win.”  
[Note - worded in the present tense in 2016 and 2014]	

2018 2016 2014
Percentage who agreed 14 23 28

“We should have worried about the rush to commemorate the First World War as this may 
encourage war and nationalism, when this was a futile war of unimaginable slaughter.”  
[Note - worded in the present tense in 2016 and 2014]

2018 2016 2014
Percentage who agreed 14 17 16

“Understanding and reflecting on the lives of those who were involved in the First World 
War is the most important aspect of remembering the First World War”  
[Note - worded in the present tense in 2016]

 2018 2016
Percentage who agreed 65 63
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5. Awareness and engagement with centenary

“Which ONE, if any, of the following organisations do you think is responsible for 
LEADING the cultural commemorations of the First World War Centenary in 2018?” 

Organisation Overall percentage from 
2018

Overall percentage from 
2016

The Royal British Legion 26 16
Government (Department of 
Culture, Media and Sport)

6 8

Imperial War Museums (IWM) 6 7
BBC 6 6
Government – Ministry of 
Defence

5 6

14-18 NOW (First World War 
Centenary Art Commissions)

4 3

Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission

3 3

Arts Council England / Wales / 
Scotland / Ireland

1 1

The British Library / Europeana 0 0
None of these 4 2
Don’t know/ Not sure 38 34

“The First World War Centenary inspired commemorative exhibitions, events and 
activities taking place across the UK from 2014 to 2018. Did you take part in a First World 
War related activity?” 
[Note - worded with relevant years for 2016]
Graph 1: comparison of overall results from 2018 and 2016

Answer Overall percentage from 
2018

Overall percentage from 
2016

I have taken part and plan on 
doing so again

8 6

I have taken part and do not 
plan on doing so again

5 2

I have not already taken part 
but plan on doing so

4 10

I am not planning on taking 
part, but would consider it

24 26

I have not already taken part, 
and do not intend to

41 37

Not sure 17 19
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Graph 2: comparison of overall results and results of those interested in history for 2018

Answer Overall percentage from 
2018

Of those interested in 
history 2018

I have taken part and plan on 
doing so again

8 12

I have taken part and do not 
plan on doing so again

5 7

I have not already taken part 
but plan on doing so

4 5

I am not planning on taking 
part, but would consider it

24 27

I have not already taken part, 
and do not intend to

41 37

Not sure 17 14

“During the First World War centenary, did you visit or attend events at the following 
places? (Please tick all that apply)” 

Location Percentage that attended for the 
centenary (2018)

My local war memorial 17
A public art exhibition on the First World War e.g. 
Poppies in the Moat

8

A local museum exhibition on the First World 
War

6

Imperial War Museums 5
A war grave site in the UK 4
A theatre, play or music performance 3
A war grave site in Europe 3
A local archive or library 2
Not applicable - I didn’t visit / attend any events 63
Other 5
Don’t know 5
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“Now that the centenary is coming to a close, are you considering a visit to any of the 
following places in the next two years? (Please tick all that would apply)”

Location Percentage that will attend (2018)
Imperial War Museums 10
My local war memorial 8
A war grave site in Europe 8
A local museum exhibition on the First World 
War 

7

A public art exhibition on the First World War 
e.g. Poppies in the Moat 

6

A local archive or library 4
A war grave site in the UK 4
A theatre, play or music performance 3
Not applicable - I don’t intend to visit any of 
these in the next two years

46

Other 1
Don’t know 26

6. Important aspects of the centenary

Can the centenary bring people together? 
“Please choose which statement best reflects your view:”

Statements Percentage in 2018
At a time when Britain can feel divided, it’s 
important that we mark moments like the 
First World War Centenary that can bring us 
together

Overall 55
Of who 

took part
74

At a time when Britain can feel divided, 
focusing on moments like the First World 
War Centenary is a distraction from the real 
challenges we face

Overall 13
Of who 

took part
11

Neither 18
Don’t know 13
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Notes and references 
1 In the 2018 wave of polling, there are instances where the 
same question from 2014 or 2016 has been asked but the 
wording has been amended to the past tense to reflect that the 
commemorations had come to a close by December 2018. Full 
details of these changes are illustrated in the appendix. 
2 Based on an estimated GB adult population of 51 million, 
extrapolated from ONS 2018 population estimate:   
www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/
freedomofinformationfoi/projectedukadultpopulationfor2018 
 The definition of ‘taking part’ was left open in this question but is 
likely to have captured those who recalled ‘actively’ taking part in 
events that they knew were part of the centenary commemorations. 
The full questions was ‘The First World War Centenary inspired 
commemorative exhibitions, events and activities taking place 
across the UK from 2014 to 2018. Did you take part in a First 
World War related activity?’
3 Our 2018 research found that 8% of the public said they had 
taken part in centenary events and planned to do so again; 4% had 
not taken part but planned to do so; and a further 24% were not 
planning on taking part but would consider doing so. 

http://
http://
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About British Future and the 
First World War Tracker 
This report is authored by British Future with support from 
partners the Imperial War Museums, BBC, Commonwealth War 
Graves Commission and Department for Digital, Culture, Media 
and Sport. 

The Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) 
commemorates 1.7 million Commonwealth servicemen and women 
who died during the two World Wars. It also holds and updates an 
extensive and accessible records archive. The Commission operates 
in more than 23,000 locations in more than 150 countries.  
www.cwgc.org. 

IWM led the First World War Centenary Partnership, a network 
of over 4,000 national and international members, presenting a 
vibrant, global programme of events, activities and digital platforms 
to enable millions of people across the world to discover more 
about life in the First World War. This created a lasting legacy 
connecting current and future generations with the lives, stories 
and impact of the First World War. www.iwm.org.uk. 

The Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, 
supported by 10 Downing Street, the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office, the Ministry of Defence, the Department for Education, 
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government and 
other stakeholders, and working in partnership with key delivery 
partners, was the lead UK Government Department for the 
commemoration of the First World War.

British Future is an independent, non-partisan thinktank 
engaging people’s hopes and fears about integration and migration, 
opportunity and identity, so that we share a confident and 
welcoming Britain, inclusive and fair to all. British Future’s report 
Do Mention The War - Will 1914 matter in 2014? established a baseline 
on public attitudes ahead of the Centenary, and can be read online 
at www.britishfuture.org.

http://www.cwgc.org
www.1914.org
www.britishfuture.org
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