The Great War, Military Recruitment and the Public Relations Work of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee, 1914-15
When Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914, a ‘rising tide of patriotism’ swept through the country (Simkins, 2007: 49). Crowds that had gathered outside the Foreign Office responded to the announcement with ‘loud cheering’ and ‘patriotic demonstrations’ which, according to a report in the Times (5 August, 1914: 2), ‘continued until an early hour [of the] morning’, and the outburst of popular enthusiasm extended well beyond the capital to the northern and western reaches of the British Isles. Within a matter of days, several authors had begun to draft premature ‘histories’ of the war that sought to justify and vindicate Britain’s role in it (Paris, 2000: 111), and by the end of the month more than a hundred thousand men had demonstrated their commitment to the conflict by enlisting in the first of the New Armies created by the Liberal government of Herbert Henry Asquith.
When conscription was enforced a little over a year later, just shy of two-and-a-half million men had volunteered to serve in the fighting forces, joining not only through the central machinery erected by the War Office but via Territorial Force County Associations and Pals Battalions raised by local authorities, industrialists and committees of private citizens as well (Simkins, 2007: 79; Holmes, 2004: 137). Their reasons for doing so have formed the basis of countless studies, with some historians suggesting that a widespread pre-war belief in the ‘impending, inevitable conflict of nations’ helped to lay the ground for 1914-18 (Bond, 1998: 72; see also Paris, 2000: 83-109) and others drawing attention to the myriad attempts by official and unofficial propagandists alike to coerce ordinary citizens into supporting the war (Haste, 1977; Buitenhuis, 1989; Messinger, 1992; Monger, 2012; Green, 2014). 
Given the breadth of wartime propaganda, it is not hard to see why a correlation has been drawn between the culture of ‘war enthusiasm’ that apparently existed in Britain in the early stages of the conflict and the institutions that were formed to help cultivate and sustain such enthusiasm. Between August 1914 and February 1918, five major propaganda agencies were set up to increase public support for the war, with one of those bodies, the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee, established with the express purpose of boosting military recruitment.[endnoteRef:1] [1:    The remaining institutions were, in order of their creation, the War Propaganda Bureau, the National War Aims Committee and the Department (and later Ministry) of Information. See Haste (1977) and Messinger (1992) for a review of their work.  ] 

Though it campaigned for less than two years, the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee claimed responsibility for an astonishing quantity of promotion, which apparently amounted to 54,260,500 posters, leaflets and other printed ephemera, 12,705 public meetings, 21,400 speeches and a range of one-off events and spectacles (WO 106/367).[endnoteRef:2] Roy Douglas (1970), Phillip Dutton (1989), Nicholas Hiley (1997) and James Aulich (2007) have explored different aspects of the Committee’s work in recent years, with the cultural historian Jay Winter (1998: 216) describing its campaign as the ‘most spectacular’ ever witnessed on British soil. Passing references to the organisation have also appeared in major social histories of the period, such as Nicoletta Gullace’s The Blood of Our Sons (2002), but some areas remain unexplored. Most of the existing commentary has focused on the posters produced by the Committee, which in turn has diverted attention from other forms of promotion, and no study has explored those aspects of the campaign that might be considered today (but were not known at the time) as a form of public relations. [2:      All references containing the ‘WO’ prefix refer to documents accessed from The National Archives. A full list of cited documents can be found in the bibliography. ] 

The absence of a dedicated historical critique of the public relations work of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee is surprising when placed in the context of scholarly developments elsewhere. In recent years, a number of authors have probed the origins of public relations in multiple countries, with the United States and Germany attracting particular attention (for reviews of the literature see Vos, 2011 and Raaz and Wehmeier, 2011). In Germany – as in the United Kingdom – public relations was once seen as an American import, but that view has been challenged by observers of the nineteenth century domestic scene (Puchan, 2006; Bentele and Seiffert, 2012; Bentele, 2015). In the US, Olasky (1985: 5) has drawn attention to what he calls ‘citizen public relations practitioners’ who drafted speeches, liaised with the press, published brochures and sought to divine mass opinion through informal enquiries with the public in the 1800s (see also Hiebert, 1993; Myers, 2014). 
Within this literature, the Great War has tended to be regarded as a milestone in the development of public relations. New organisations, such as the German War Press Office and the American Committee on Public Information, have been treated as case studies of modern public relations practice, although no equivalent work has been done on the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee. In Britain, public relations is generally seen to have emerged within the Civil Service in the 1920s (see L’Etang, 1998, 2006, 2013; Anthony, 2012), but there are striking similarities between the work of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee and its American and German counterparts. All three organisations sought to establish links with major news outlets, engage the public through meetings, speeches and other events, and proactively respond to fluctuations in public opinion. All three bodies were ultimately concerned with improving relationships between the state, the military and civil society.
In what follows, a case is made for an understanding of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee as an early public relations organisation. Though it was not described as such and although there was no recognised public relations industry in Britain at the time, I argue that the Committee possessed some of the features, and embodied much of the spirit, of later ventures in the field. Using a broad array of communications channels and techniques, recruiters demonstrated a clear sense of how to promote enlistment and did so with a degree of creativity and skill that is seldom recognised in the literature on Great War propaganda. The conventional view of the latter was that it was crude and simplistic (see Robertson, 2014, for a critique of this interpretation), but the evidence presented here suggests a more complex picture, with recruiters not simply trying to coerce audiences but attempting to engage them in dialogue and conversation as well. Their work raises important questions about the history of public relations in Britain, which in some accounts is defined in opposition to propaganda (Anthony, 2012: 1), and can also demonstrate that developments within Britain mirrored those within other combatant nations.  
Historicising Public Relations in Britain 
As Jacquie L’Etang (2006: 25) has noted, all historians of public relations face the problem of ‘exactly where to begin’, with one option being to concentrate on the period when the term ‘public relations’ was first used and another to identify the essential elements of the practice as they emerged over the course of time. Gunter Bentele (2015; see also Raaz and Wehmeier, 2011: 271) has made a similar distinction between the study of individual public relations techniques and the broader ‘social system’ of public relations which, he claims, emerged in the postwar era. Early practitioners in Britain, Germany and the United States also developed their own definitions for the profession and their own timelines for its emergence. In the 1920s, for instance, the Institute of Public Administration, a British civil service organisation, defined public relations as the ‘exchange of information to improve relationships’ between organisations and people, contrasting this with publicity (the ‘supply of information through specific media’), salesmanship (‘promotion’) and intelligence (‘information management’ or gathering) (see L’Etang, 2013: 24-6). 
What makes the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee interesting as a case study is the fact that it appears to have engaged in all of these activities simultaneously. Though it contained a Publications Sub-Department that produced posters and other forms of ‘salesmanship’, the Committee also possessed a Householders Return and Information Sub-Department that gathered information on the public through a process of postal and personal canvassing, a Publicity Sub-Department that kept the press informed of recruiting activities and tried to influence media coverage of them, and a Meetings Sub-Department that was responsible for an ostensibly ‘systematic campaign’ of public spectacles and events (WO 106/367: March 1916). As a coordinating body designed to serve the military establishment, the Committee was also driven by a desire to improve relations between the state and the public.
By bringing together these techniques, it could be argued that the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee anticipated the development of public relations in Britain. Yet no references to the Committee can be found in the major histories of the profession. Accounts of the Committee, for their part, tend to focus rather narrowly on the work of its Publications Sub-Department, and on its posters in particular, with only Douglas (1970) considering other aspects of the recruiting campaign in serious detail. However, while Douglas (1970: 569-71) dedicates an entire section of his paper to meetings, he nevertheless devotes much of the ensuing space to a discussion of enrolment rates, and although he does say that meetings were ‘evidently considered...to be of substantial importance as a means of recruitment’ no attempt is made to explore how these meetings were organised and what recruiters themselves believed they would achieve through the organisation of meetings. 
Similar shortcomings are evident in his discussion of recruiters’ relationships to journalists, although it is worth noting that Douglas does not profess an interest in the Committee’s relationship to the history of public relations or appear to have had access to the official records stored in the National Archives (WO 106/166 and WO 106/367). The latter files, consisting of a series of reports and summaries written by recruiters during the war, provide a valuable insight into the design and prosecution of the recruiting campaign and form the basis of the argument presented here.
The Origins of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee
Set up on 31 August 1914, the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee was actually the first official propaganda agency to operate in Britain during the war, and though it was wound up quickly at the close of 1915 it was used as a blueprint for the National War Aims Committee, a propaganda agency set up to combat pacifism and civil disorder in 1917 (Monger, 2012), and possibly also for the Central National Service Committee, a separate recruiting body created on the eve of the Second World War to boost enlistment for civil defence, auxiliary and reserve forces (Maartens, 2015). 
The utility, or rather perceived utility, of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee owed something to its ability to operate on a local, regional and national level, and to draw on existing political, commercial and voluntary actors to help fashion recruiting appeals. The Parliamentary Recruiting Committee was not, as a matter of fact, a single committee but a series of committees that operated in every borough and county borough in England and Wales and whose work was closely monitored and overseen by a central steering committee based in London. According to R. H. Davies, a Treasury mandarin who acted as the clerk to the central Committee, the need to encourage corps of recruiters in local areas was recognised immediately.  
Communications were sent forthwith to Peers and Members of Parliament inviting their co-operation, and letters were dispatched by the Chief Whips [of the Liberal and Unionist parties][endnoteRef:3] to Party Agents urging them to unite and form a Joint Committee in each constituency for the purpose of obtaining Recruits by the holding of meetings and other forms of propaganda. (WO 106/367: A) [3:     John Gulland and Lord Edmund Talbot respectively.] 

These Joint Committees, referred to variously in official files as ‘Parliamentary Recruiting Committees’, ‘Parliamentary and Joint Labour Recruiting Committees’ or simply ‘Recruiting Committees’, were vital to the implementation of the campaign. Staffed by Lord-Lieutenants, Lord Mayors, Mayors, counsellors, party agents and parliamentary representatives, as many as 463 may have been set up in the opening stages of the war (WO 106/367: March 1916), a remarkable feat that may explain the enormous quantities of promotion mentioned at the outset of this paper. 
Nevertheless, while the value of Joint Committees appears to have been recognised by politicians and civil servants in the wartime and interwar years, historians since then have devoted little space to their work. Though he dedicates an entire section of his article to the subject of local recruitment, Douglas (1970: 569-71) focuses predominantly on the canvassing associated with the Householders Return, while Dutton (1989: 44-5) for his part mentions but does not elaborate on the work of local parliamentary recruiting committees. Haste (1977: 53) briefly alludes to the importance of these organisations in a chapter on mobilisation, but the bulk of her commentary (in keeping with other studies) concerns the central Committee and not its regional offshoots. In some accounts, indeed, a reluctance to engage with the work of Joint Committees has left the impression that the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee was a single organisation (see, for example, Gullace, 2002). 
Such interpretations downplay the significance of local organisations to the recruiting campaign and their contribution to the development of recruiting exhortations. Though they operated in a narrow sphere of influence, Joint Committees were responsible for the organisation of public meetings in town halls, libraries and other public places, the distribution of posters and leaflets that had been designed centrally, and the establishment of relationships with the local and provincial press. Bringing the subject of military service to every town, village and city in the United Kingdom, they were controlled by individuals who had some tangible connection to the areas in which they operated, boasting a degree of autonomy that has only recently been recognised in the historiography. As Bonnie White has noted, the
national picture, with regard to recruiting and enlistment, needs to be re-evaluated within the context of competing loyalties and identities, and [historians] must take into consideration the nuances and localisms that shaped wartime experiences at county and community levels. (2009: 666)
Such nuances and localisms shared an uneasy relationship with the ‘national’ appeals developed by the central committee in Westminster. Tactics that had proven successful in some parts of the country, such as sending recruiting agents to the houses of young men at dinner-time, did not appear to work in others, and local committees were forced to adapt their strategies accordingly. They were also expected to liaise with the various unofficial recruiting bodies that operated in Britain at the time. The National Service League, Pals Battalions and Order of the White Feather, each of which has been subject to a detailed case study analysis in recent years (see Adams, 1985; Simkins, 2007; Gullace, 1997), carried out their own private recruiting campaigns, and to make matters more complicated the War Office also employed a commercial advertising agency, the Caxtons Publishing House, to organise a major newspaper campaign on its behalf in 1914 (Hiley, 1987).
By bringing together political, commercial and voluntary actors, the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee appeared to reflect the main influences on the development of public relations more broadly in Britain (see L’Etang, 1998, 2006, 2013). Though accounts of the Committee have often portrayed it as a purveyor of crude propaganda (see, for example, Hiley, 1997), parts of its work were more closely aligned to the modern disciplines of media relations and reputation management.[endnoteRef:4] Envisaged as a ‘channel for a full expression of [political and social] harmony’ in Britain (WO 106/367: A), the Committee was demonstrably concerned with improving relationships between the War Office, regional recruiting authorities and the general public. With instructions to ‘keep closely in touch with the chief industries of the[ir] locality’, recruiters were urged to seek support from ‘representatives of industry’ to encourage men to relinquish civilian posts in favour of military service, and to make productive use of the media while doing so (WO 106/366: 24 November 1915 and 18 December 1915). How they sought to achieve this, and what challenges they faced while organising the campaign, will be the subject of the remainder of this paper.   [4:   Some authors (see, for example, Weaver, Motion and Roper, 2006: 7) define propaganda in opposition to public relations. Yet the wide range of work carried out by the Committee and its embrace of a variety of promotional tactics and strategies suggest that the two practices were not mutually exclusive during this period. It is also worth bearing in mind that terms like ‘propaganda’, ‘publicity’ and ‘advertising’ were all used interchangeably in the first half of the twentieth century, with ‘public relations’ becoming conventional in official nomenclature during the interwar years. This can create a fair amount of confusion for historians, as Mariel Grant (1994: 14) has noted in her influential study of interwar government propaganda. ‘In March 1929, for example, an editorial in The Times stressed the importance of giving greater “publicity” to the minorities question in order to counteract the effects of “propaganda” against the League of Nations. A day later, the same newspaper published a letter from the Council for the Preservation of Rural England advocating the use of “propaganda” to warn the public of the menace caused by “advertising”’.] 

Selling the Services: Public Relations and Military Recruitment 
In a letter to the British Museum sent some years after the war, Davies claimed that the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee represented a ‘remarkable and spontaneous display of British patriotism at a time of extreme peril to the nation’ (cited in Dutton, 1989: 45). A different picture emerges in files held in the National Archives which portray the Committee as a meticulously planned and well-organised institution whose raison d'être of boosting recruitment to the armed forces rested on an ability to create and sustain the very patriotism Davies mentioned. As its Clerk, Davies had been privy to the gradual evolution of the Committee from the preliminary meetings held in August 1914 to its demise in 1916, and he claimed in a summary recorded in official files that its work began slowly rather than with rapidity and haste. 
Owing the brisk recruiting that [was] obtained in the early days of the War, the Committee for the time being adjusted its efforts to the local demands and refrained from initiating forthwith any special plan of campaign. Working on this modest basis, the Committee, during the first two months of its existence, arranged speakers for some 800 meetings, and distributed over four million leaflets in response to applications. (WO 106/367: B)  
That the organisation of 800 meetings and delivery of four million leaflets could be considered ‘modest’ is a measure of the scale of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee’s work, and demonstrates why it has been credited with organising the largest advertising and public relations campaign in twentieth century Britain (Winter, 1998: 216). Yet it also provides an insight into the mindset and promotional strategies of recruiters, who appeared to believe that the most effective way to convince men to join up was to bombard them with exhortations and appeals.
Here it is probably worth noting that the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee was not the first government organisation to engage in sustained promotional activities. The Post Office, often regarded as a pioneer of official communications (Nottage, 1959; Gregory, 2012: 369), had organised a major leafleting campaign as early as 1876, while specific pieces of legislation like the reform of landholding had also been endorsed with meetings, speeches and an attempt to curry favour with the editors of the Manchester Guardian and the News of the World in 1913 (Gilbert, 1979: 125). Nor was the Committee the first body to use persuasive techniques to promote military recruitment. In his classic account of Boer War jingoism, J. A. Hobson (1901 [2012]) described the use of similar tactics to drum up war enthusiasm in Britain. 
Where the Committee did differ from its historical antecedents, however, was in the scale of its operations and in the fact that it seemed to bring together so many disparate forms of promotion under the same roof. While its poster work clearly owed something to the world of commercial advertising, the organisation of meetings, speeches and canvassing appears to have been rooted in the art of political campaigning. These influences were reflected in the composition of each Sub-Department. Malcolm (later Sir) Fraser, a press officer for the Unionist Party, and Charles Geake, his Liberal counterpart, were assigned to the Publicity Sub-Department in London, while local party agents who had valuable election campaign experience were chosen to act as Honorary Secretaries of many Joint Committees. 
The influx of political campaigners into the ranks of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee changed the way in which it went about its work and may explain why the central Committee was subdivided into four Sub-Departments.[endnoteRef:5] Before the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee had established a Publicity and Meetings Sub-Department, the Unionist Party had created a Press Bureau and a department dedicated solely to political speeches (L’Etang, 2013: 50 and Monger, 2012: 30), lending credence to the idea, put forward by Douglas (1970: 566) and Haste (1977: 53), that the Committee grew out of the campaign networks of the political parties. [5:      In a summary of the Committee recorded in the National Archives, Davies claims that the decision to establish the Sub-Departments was made by an ‘Executive or, as it was called, a General Purposes Committee of 14’. Files of the latter committee do not appear to have been preserved, and Davies does not specify who sat on this committee. He also claims that there were originally only three Sub-Departments, with Publications and Publicity forming a single body, although separate reports have been filed for each Sub-Department and I have treated them as distinct entities here.] 

The parallel between campaigning for troops and campaigning for votes was made repeatedly clear to recruiters, who were instructed to approach their work with ‘[all] the intensity of a General Election and in such a complete manner that no man shall say thereafter, “I did not know it was I who was needed”’ (WO 106/367: 15 October 1915). Yet each Sub-Department appears to have been given a degree of autonomy to determine how to go about achieving this goal. The Publications Sub-Department, for instance, may have been based in the offices and warehouses of the Liberal Publication Department, but it employed commercial printing houses to develop posters, used private artists to design the actual appeals, and insisted that all promotional materials were approved by Fraser, Geake or another official assigned to the Committee prior to publication (WO 106/367: C). To complicate matters further, the Sub-Department also appears to have commissioned certain designs from His Majesty’s Stationary Office, suggesting a complex chain of production involving interaction between official and unofficial actors at various stages. 
While the expertise of commercial advertisers was put to use in the production of recruiting posters, the work of the Meetings Sub-Department drew heavily on existing political networks and practices. Staffed by a mixture of politicians and campaigners from the major political parties, it was tasked with securing ‘qualified speakers who could be relied upon to address public meetings both large and small to explain the nation’s needs’. MPs, Peers, parliamentary candidates and ‘distinguished men in many walks of life’ were considered most qualified for the task, with more than 150 speakers apparently involved in the campaign. As elsewhere, the approach of the Sub-Department to recruitment was modelled on ‘lines similar to those adopted by the various parties at a contested Parliamentary Election’. The central Committee in London compiled a roster of speakers and the Honorary Secretary of local committees (in almost all cases a party agent) requested speakers as and when the need arose. The Meetings Sub-Department thus had, in the words of one official, the
inestimable advantage of dealing with gentlemen who were not only experienced in every phase of propaganda work, but with whom members of the Sub-Department had been personally associated in important activities previous to the war. (WO 106/367: March 1916)
At the beginning of the campaign, the Meetings Sub-Department appeared to take a fairly relaxed view towards recruitment, arranging meetings and providing speakers only when asked to do so by a local committee. However, in response to a request from the War Office a ‘continuous campaign’ was soon put in place, announced by a letter sent to all local committees in England and Wales. Continuous campaigning necessitated not only the organisation of meetings (typically held in town halls, libraries and other public buildings), but the distribution of pamphlets and posters, talks at cinemas, music halls and theatres, and magic lantern lectures as well. 
Each Local Committee was requested to arrange for several big public meetings in their large halls, smaller meetings were to be held in every ward of the borough or parish of the country, while a systematic distribution of literature and a wide display of posters was provided for. It was also decided to make special efforts to reach those who do not usually attend public meetings and who might purposely avoid recruiting meetings. (WO 106/367: March 1916) 
By January 1915, recruitment work had picked up pace and new methods of promotion began to be introduced which emphasised pageantry and a sense of public spectacle. Extensive outdoor gatherings were organised in major metropolitan areas, with large platforms erected in market squares and other open spaces. Mobile recruiting platforms towed by cars and trams draped in ‘brilliantly decorated and illuminated’ recruiting imagery crisscrossed city centres. Military motorcades flanked by martial bands, troops and wagons were sent on pre-determined ‘route marches’, and a special ‘Highland Pipe Band’ travelled to more than three hundred towns, cities and villages across the country. Finally, a number of unspecified ‘war films’ were also screened (WO 106/367: March 1916). The use of music and bands, one official said, 
formed an attractive feature at [recruiting] meetings and great crowds gathered. Recruiting officers, medical officers and magistrates were in attendance to enrol recruits on the spot; and on the same day or the day following, the new recruits were marched off to the station or to the depot, headed by military bands playing patriotic stirs. (WO 106/367: March 1916)
It should be clear from this list that the work of the Meetings Sub-Department involved more than just dry congregations of village notables and recruiting officers. Meetings, in the sense in which recruiters understood them, comprised a wide range of activities and spectacles that were designed to drum up enthusiasm for the war and support for the armed forces. Whether recruiters were successful in achieving these aims remains open to debate (see below), although officials connected to the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee certainly professed faith in the efficacy of their appeals. Stressing the ‘brilliant success’ of the campaign, they drew a direct correlation between the voluntary recruiting effort and enrolment rates, as if one had simply caused the other. As the staff of the Meetings Sub-Department suggested in a summary of a special recruiting drive organised in London in April 1915: 
It was impossible either to deny or ignore the evidence which the recruitment offices provided. London was ringing with appeals, [and] meetings were held morning, noon and night in the 59 constituencies of Greater London. In the parks and open spaces, in workshops and factories, in theatres, music halls and cinemas, wherever the united experience of the three party organisations showed that crowds large or small could be gathered together, there meetings were held. (WO 106/367: March 1916) 
In official files recruiters left a clear sense that civilians were passive recipients of official appeals and exhortations, a belief that reflected prevailing attitudes towards mass audiences in the early years of the twentieth century and the power of propaganda over them (Gullace, 2011). For this reason one could be forgiven for thinking that recruiters made no attempt to analyse and interpret public opinion, but measurement and evaluation were embedded into the campaign.
As the campaign proceeded, experience showed that the best result of the work was sometimes lost owing to lengthy speeches, the prolongation of meetings beyond reasonable hours, the absence of facilities for enrolling recruits during the meetings, and the desire of numerous local gentlemen to take a large share in the gatherings. To meet these difficulties, the Sub-Department drew up and issued a series of directions for the conduct of meetings which enabled the local organisers to arrange a limited programme calculated to produce the most recruits. (WO 106/367: March 1916) 
The development of guidelines was not the only attempt to proactively respond to fluctuations in public opinion. In February 1915, the Meetings Sub-Department contacted all 463 local committees with the intention of determining the ‘number of recruiting meetings held, the character of th[os]e meetings…the estimated number of recruits obtained, the special local conditions favourable or unfavourable to recruiting, and fresh suggestions for future efforts’. The results of this consultation, indicating that certain areas in the United Kingdom were ‘almost oblivious of the true nature of the war’, were relayed to officials in London and used to plan subsequent activities, including the outdoor events described above (WO 106/367: March 1916).
Another, much larger attempt at gauging public opinion had been carried out earlier under the aegis of the Householders Return and Information Sub-Department. A brainchild of the Liberal campaigner Sir Jesse Herbert, this Sub-Department was tasked with determining precisely how many men would be willing to enlist and where these individuals resided in the United Kingdom (Dutton, 1989: 59). It did so by sending a form to all households in the country that included a ‘return’ which encouraged every male respondent to state his willingness to serve alongside his name, address and occupation. A pamphlet entitled ‘Advantages of the Army’ and a letter signed by the Presidents of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee were included with the form, suggesting this was not an impartial attempt at information gathering, and responses were sorted by an estimated 2,000 volunteers in London. 
Armed with the names and addresses of men eager to join up, military authorities simply had to call on those men who had responded positively to the request. However, a section of the form also allowed respondents to make ‘queries’ of recruiters which, in the words of one official, ‘brought to light various matters which were retarding recruiting’ (WO 106/367: A) and provided an opportunity for those unwilling to serve to justify their position to the authorities. 
One man said he was suffering from ‘Fiscal Decay’; another from ‘Various Veighns’ and a third could not enlist but could ‘sell new laid eggs to the Government at 3/- per dozen’!... A dwarf wrote asking to be enlisted as a “Mascot” whilst quite a number sent long poetic effusions which they were anxious to have published. (WO 106/367: D)  
As the flood of volunteers to recruiting depots receded into a trickle, more desperate measures to secure manpower for the armed forces were taken. The National Registration Act, passed in Parliament in July 1915, empowered local authorities to gather particulars on every man, woman and child living in the United Kingdom, and by August a National Register had been compiled which was used as a basis for a final voluntary recruiting drive in November. Spearheaded by the Conservative peer Lord Derby, the ‘group system’ of voluntary enlistment, as it became known,[endnoteRef:6] encouraged men to ‘pledge allegiance’ to the country in a manner similar to the Householders Return. However, unlike the return it involved door-to-door canvassing rather than postal communication, with canvassers given detailed instructions on how to ‘put before [men] plainly and politely the need of the Country’.   [6:    Under the ‘group system’, the remaining population of able-bodied men was divided into twenty groups according to their age and marital status. Men would then be called up in groups, with the youngest, single men first and the oldest, married men last. See WO 106/366. ] 

Do not bully or threaten. If he agrees, give him all the necessary information as to where and how he may enlist. If he hesitates or refuses, try to find out what are his reasons. Note these carefully. Ascertain whether his difficulties or objections can be removed by furnishing him with information on any specific point...or by some possible action with his employer or relations.  (WO 106/367: E)
A great deal has been written about the many underhanded attempts to coerce men into joining the New Armies in the early stages of the war (Marwick, 1976; Adams, 1985; Dutton, 1989; Gullace, 1997; Hiley, 1997; Green, 2014) and the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee does not appear to have been blameless in this regard. According to its own records, it arranged a series of conferences with major employers in towns and cities with the intention of ‘liberat[ing]’ men from civilian employment (WO 106/367: March 1916). Other, more subtle attempts to pressurise men into joining up were carried out by the Publicity Sub-Department, a body tasked with keeping the press ‘informed’ of the activities of the Committee, which recorded
especial thanks…to  the hundreds of daily and weekly newspapers throughout the county who, according to the request of the Sub-Department, continuously placed valuable space at the disposal of the Department, and warmly espoused the recruiting campaign in their Editorial columns. (WO 106/367: F) 
There can be little doubt that the majority of British newspapers enthusiastically supported the voluntary recruiting effort until the first stirrings of dissent began to materialise in 1915. Even the stridently anti-war Manchester Guardian reversed its editorial position on the war a couple of days after it was declared, with only the Daily Herald, predecessor to the Sun, and Labour Leader, a small-circulation socialist daily, voicing opposition. Nevertheless, it is not easy to determine whether the positive coverage recruitment received in the press was the result of external political pressure, or whether it was in fact a reflection of pre-existing bellicosity on the part of the fourth estate. The records of the Publicity Sub-Department do not list the names of any journalists, editors or proprietors who ‘warmly espoused’ the recruiting campaign, and the identity of any collaborators remains a mystery. 
One possible explanation, mentioned in Mick Temple’s (2008: 31) account of the period, is that the prevalence of ‘jingoistic propaganda’ in Britain made opposition to the war a form of ‘commercial suicide for newspapers’; support for recruiting, in this sense, reflected the attitudes of readers, not the state. Another explanation is that collusion between the state and the press extended to the upper echelons of British society, with newspaper proprietors not only actively courted before and during the war but given senior positions in David Lloyd George’s government as well.[endnoteRef:7]  [7:     Alfred Harmsworth, Harold Harmsworth and Max Aitken had all been ennobled before the war, assuming the titles Lords Northcliffe, Rothermere and Beaverbrook. As Temple (2008: 21) notes, the prevailing belief that the press acted as a ‘conduit between rulers and subjects’ can explain why newspaper proprietors shared such a close relationship with Cabinet ministers in the early years of the twentieth century. This relationship often took the form of quid pro quo exchanges, with Lord Northcliffe, for example, offered a position in Lloyd George’s Cabinet shortly after his newspapers had helped to bring down the Asquith administration in 1916. It might also explain the kind of informal support given to recruiters in preceding years.      ] 

Wartime Mobilisation and the Home Front
Given the extent of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee’s work, it is worth considering what impact, if any, it had on wartime feeling and sentiment. A belief in the persuasive power of recruiting appeals and the mass media that carried them became a defining motif of interwar commentary on Great War propaganda, inspiring what may have been the first academic studies of the media in Britain, Germany and the United States (for a discussion of this literature, see Gullace, 2011). Yet since the 1980s historians of First World War propaganda have tended to place less stock in the power of governments to shape and mould public opinion, preferring rather to emphasise broader economic, demographic and institutional factors (Dewey, 1984). In his discussion of the Committee, Hiley (1997: 47), for instance, has claimed that many of its most notorious recruiting posters, such as Saville Lumley’s ‘Daddy, what did YOU do in the Great War?’, were not accepted but ‘widely resented’ by the majority of Britons. Some well-known recruiting slogans were also appropriated by soldiers and used in distinctly unpatriotic ways – such as when ‘your country needs you’ was used ironically to denote a particularly unpleasant job on the front line.[endnoteRef:8] [8:    Though Hiley does not mention it, the subversion of recruiting appeals by disillusioned soldiers represents an excellent example of the ability of media audiences to adapt and appropriate the messages they consume. ] 

As Simkins (2007: 49-78) has saliently shown, moreover, the period in which most men enlisted was actually a time in which both official and unofficial recruiters were least active. It was only after enrolment rates had begun to decline that steps were taken to ratchet up propaganda, suggesting that the campaign for new recruits did not trigger war enthusiasm but was rather an attempt to reverse a decline in it.
The introduction of conscription in 1916, the final nail in the coffin of the voluntary system, has even been interpreted as evidence of the ‘failure’ of the official recruiting campaign (Lloyd, 2002: 60). However, as David Silbey (2004: 27) has noted, enrolment rates during the period of voluntary service were actually the ‘highest in British history’, with more men enlisting in the seventeen months that elapsed from August 1914 than in the remaining thirty-four months of the war. Voluntary service, in other words, was twice as effective at generating manpower as conscription, and although official records indicate a gradual decline in enrolment in 1915 such a decline may have been steeper and more sudden in the absence of promotion.
Accounts of the recruiting campaign written by contemporary soldiers and observers also indicate that organisations like the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee left a lasting impression on the wartime home front. In 1918, the soldier and scholar Basil Williams remarked on the degree to which the call to arms transcended the many social, economic and geographic divides that had characterised Britain at the time.
Men of all classes, married and single, childless and with families, rich and poor, barristers, peers’ sons, artists, schoolmasters, working men, parsons and loafers, crowded into the recruiting offices and sometimes had to wait patiently for a whole day in the broiling sun of that August week before their turn came… Many were the motives that no doubt led men to enlist, “patriotism, ambition, personal courage, love of adventure, want of employment, or convenience”, as Lincoln ticked them off fifty years ago. But in most parts the guiding motive was as it was expressed in Lancashire… “I cannot stand this any longer, and must go out”.  (1918: 6-7) 
William’s sentiments were echoed by George Coppard, an infantryman in the Royal West Surrey Regiment who described the influence recruiting promotion had on him as a teenager in a well-known memoir published some time after the First World War.  
Rumours of war broke out and I began to be interested in the Territorials… News placards screamed out at every street corner, and military bands blared out their martial music in the main streets of Croydon. This was too much for me to resist, and as if drawn by a magnet I knew I had to enlist straight away. (1969: 1; emphasis added)
Such accounts may run against the grain of contemporary scholarship, but they seem more attuned to the fact that the official recruiting campaign entailed more than just the production and distribution of posters and other printed ephemera.[endnoteRef:9] Recruiters recognised the value of speaking to and engaging with the public directly, and though there can be no doubt that posters occupied a central place in the recruiting drive, they were only part of a broader array of promotional techniques and strategies which have tended to receive only passing attention in the literature.  [9:      Both the Imperial War Museum and the National Archives contain large numbers of posters, which may explain why so much has been written about this medium. Records of recruiting rallies and speeches, in contrast, are much harder to find in the major archives, which may explain the dearth of commentary on these subjects.
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Conclusion
In assessing the contribution of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee to the wartime home front, we might argue, therefore, that it helped to sustain the culture of war enthusiasm apparently witnessed in Britain in the early stages of the conflict. However, it is equally important to recognise the role that the Committee played in the broader contours of public relations history. Much of the Committee’s work, such as the information gathering associated with the Householders Return and the Publicity Sub-Department’s attempt to feed positive stories to the press, would later be regarded as staples of the public relations profession. Its coordinating role and apparent commitment to acting as a ‘channel for a full expression of harmony’ in Britain (WO 106/367: A) also chimes with some contemporary definitions, such as L’Etang’s (2013: 2) notion of public relations as a ‘practice of presenting the public face of an organisation’ (in this case the War Office), articulating its aims and objectives, and providing an ‘official organisational view on issues of relevance to it’. 
In this sense, the record of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee challenges the prevailing view that public relations in Britain emerged during the interwar years (L’Etang, 1998, 2006, 2013; Anthony, 2012). Yet it also highlights the extent to which public relations, as it later came to be known and understood, was enmeshed with other forms of promotion in the early years of the twentieth century. Many of the techniques used by the Committee appear to have been developed by commercial advertisers and political campaigners in the pre-war era, and this raises important questions about the origins of PR in Britain. The fact that the Committee appeared to share something in common with the German War Press Office and American Committee on Public Information, on the other hand, indicates that there is something important about the relationship between modern warfare and public relations. In Germany in 1914, for instance, the creation of a War Press Office marked a shift ‘from direct control to a more subtle influence on the press’ (Bentele and Seiffert, 2012: 127) and eventually to concerted attempts to influence visual culture, music and theatre. When the United States joined the war in 1917, a major public speaking campaign orchestrated by the so-called ‘Four Minute Men’ was combined with poster, cartoon, film and newspaper appeals (see Ewen, 1996: ch. 6). Since these bodies have been credited with transforming public relations in their respective countries, it is high time that the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee recived similar recognition.
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