
 

 

OVERVIEW: THE MACARTHUR FELLOWS PROGRAMS 
Awarded by The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 

 
The MacArthur Fellowship is a grant made to individuals who show “exceptional 
creativity” in their work and demonstrate the desire and potential for continued 
innovation in the future. The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation launched 
the Fellowship in 1981 and grants are awarded each year to 20 to 25 U.S. citizens or 
residents who are “deemed to be intelligent, creative, driven and doing important work.” 
 
In the media, the award is commonly referred to as the “Genus Grant”, but the 
foundation has expressed that “’genius’ is both too narrow and too broad to describe 
MacArthur Fellows”, who come from a wide range of disciplines yet share the common 
quality of creative innovation. 
 
There are no age limits for the recipients or restrictions on their areas of activity. 
MacArthur Fellows have ranged in age from 19 to 83 and represent a variety of 
disciplines, including human-rights activists, musicians, journalists, scientists, 
humanities scholars, doctors, visual artists, lawyers, high school teachers, performers, 
novelists, and computer scientists. Over 900 grants have been distributed since the 
program began and new Fellowships are announced each September.  
 
Each MacArthur Fellow receives a “no strings attached” grant of $625,000 that is paid 
out over five years. The grant is described by the Foundation as a an “investment in a 
person's originality, insight, and potential” that enables recipients to “exercise their own 
creative instincts for the benefit of human society.” People cannot apply for the award 
and candidates are unaware that they are under consideration until they receive a call 
from the Foundation when the Fellowships are announced. 
 
By relieving the Fellows’ financial limitations, the MacArthur Fellowship Program hopes 
that individuals can direct their creative and intellectual energy to their chosen fields. 
Their program is focused less on rewarding past achievements than investing in future 
innovation for the benefit of the Fellows and the communities their work serves. 
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