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Founding of UNICEF 
This Day in History…  December 11, 1946

On December 11, 1946, the 
United Nations created UNICEF, 
originally known as the United 
Nations International Children’s 
Emergency Fund. The world was 
still reeling from the destruction 
of World War II, and millions of 
children were suffering from hunger, 
disease, and homelessness. UNICEF 
was founded to bring relief to these 
young victims and to ensure that 
the world did not overlook its most 
vulnerable population during the 
long road to recovery.

The United Nations itself had been established only a year earlier, in October 1945, with the major 
goal of preventing another global conflict. One of the UN’s first actions was to create the United 
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA). This agency was responsible for providing 

emergency support to countries devastated by the war. UNRRA supplied 
food, clothing, shelter, and medical aid to millions of people across Europe 
and Asia who faced famine, destroyed cities, and widespread disease.

By late 1946, many nations had begun to stabilize, and the UN planned 
to close UNRRA. However, two major concerns arose. First, there was still 
money left in UNRRA’s budget, and second, countless people—including 
children—remained in desperate need, especially with a harsh winter 
approaching. Aid workers feared that closing the agency too soon would 
leave survivors without the support they needed to make it through the cold 
months ahead.

Around the same time, US Army filmmakers produced a 19-minute 
documentary called Seeds of Destiny. The film showed the bleak reality 
faced by children in war-torn countries: begging for scraps, digging through 
garbage for food, or lying weak in overcrowded hospitals and orphanages. 
The documentary shocked audiences and raised an impressive $200 million 
for children’s relief. When it was shown at UNRRA’s final meeting, delegates 
were moved to action. They decided that the remaining funds should be used 
to create a new organization dedicated entirely to children’s welfare. Their 
decision was also influenced by the earlier work of the Save the Children 
International Union, an organization founded during World War I and later 
supported by the League of Nations.

The proposal for this new children’s agency was sent to the United 
Nations General Assembly, which approved it on December 11, 1946. With 
that decision, UNICEF was born. Its mission was simple yet urgent: provide 
children with the basic necessities of life. This meant delivering emergency 
supplies such as food, clothing, vaccines, and medicines to areas where the 
need was greatest. Although the immediate focus was on post-war recovery, 
UNICEF’s early efforts helped shape a broader understanding that children 

everywhere deserved protection, health care, and opportunities to thrive.
As the world recovered from World War II, UNICEF’s purpose evolved. The organization shifted 

from short-term emergency aid to long-term development work. Recognizing the ongoing need for global 
child welfare programs, the UN made UNICEF a permanent agency in 1953. While its official name 
changed to the United Nations Children’s Fund, the familiar acronym “UNICEF” remained.

In 1965, UNICEF received one of the highest international honors: the Nobel Peace Prize. The Nobel 

Stamps issued for the 15th anniversary of the United Nations Children’s Fund, 
as it was renamed by this time.

Stamps issued for the 20th 
anniversary of UNICEF.
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Committee praised UNICEF for promoting cooperation among nations and for its role as “a peace-factor 
of great importance.”

Today, UNICEF is the largest international agency focused solely on helping children. It is guided by 
an executive board of representatives from thirty nations, who meet each year to establish priorities and 
policies. The agency is led by an executive director, and its headquarters are located in New York City. 
Volunteer groups and partner organizations provide additional support to carry out its mission.

Funding for UNICEF comes from many sources. About three-quarters of its budget is provided by 
participating governments, while the rest is raised through charities, private donors, and community 
fundraisers. In the United States, children often support UNICEF by selling calendars, greeting cards, or 
participating in the famous Trick-or-Treat for UNICEF program. This tradition began in 1950, when a 
group of children in Philadelphia raised $17 for war relief. Since then, American participants alone have 
raised more than $132 million.

UNICEF offers aid wherever it is needed, without regard 
to race, religion, or geography. The organization focuses 
on programs that bring long-term, cost-effective benefits to 
large numbers of children. Vaccines, antibiotics, and basic 
medical tools help prevent deadly diseases. Powdered milk 
and food equipment fight malnutrition. Cash grants support 
schools, day care centers, and teacher training. Often, just a 
few pennies’ worth of medicine or supplies can save a child’s 
life—an idea that remains at the heart of UNICEF’s mission.

Featuring artwork by Disney artists, these stamps depict scenes from 
Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Ugly Duckling” and the Chinese 
legend “Yeh Shen,” which is similar to “Cinderella.”

These Disney-designed stamps picture the South American legend “The 
Sun and the Moon” and “Ananse,” an African tale about a spider 
illustrating the ability to succeed against all odds.

Vienna’s stamps illustrated by Disney artists feature the Brothers 
Grimm “Hansel and Gretel” and Pacific islands myth “How Maui 
Stole Fire From the Gods.”

In 1985, UNICEF launched its landmark Child Survival 
Campaign, a global effort focused on low-cost, high-impact 
interventions such as immunization, oral rehydration 
therapy, breastfeeding promotion, and basic nutrition.

The Child Survival Campaign helped dramatically 
reduce child mortality worldwide and became a 
defining model for modern public health.

UNICEF’s 1985 Child Survival Campaign united 
more than 100 countries behind simple lifesaving 
tools, marking one of the largest coordinated public 
health efforts to protect children worldwide.
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