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Consider the Evaluation Problem 

Developing the evaluation problem 

Most theses and dissertations include a problem statement as part of the introduction chapter 

that provides background and rationale for the study. For a research study, the problem 

statement is a research problem. For an evaluation study, the problem statement is an 

evaluation problem.  

 

What is a research problem?  

A research problem is a summary of what we know from the literature about the study topic and 

what we don’t know—the holes in the research. It provides the impetus for the study—to start 

filling in one or more of the holes in the research. The research problem often culminates in a 

statement of the problem that goes something like this: “Although we know ABC about X topic, 

we don’t know LMNOP.”  

 
Research Problem 

 

 
Literature-focused: 
 

 

What we know about the study topic  
 
What we don’t know about the study topic 
 

 

 

How is an evaluation problem similar to a research problem?  

For an evaluation study, there is also a literature-focused problem. It’s a summary of what we 

know from the literature about the program being evaluated and/or components, strategies, 

activities, etc. of the program. Like a research problem, it also includes what we don’t know 

about the program and/or its components, strategies, activities, etc.  

 
Research Problem 

 
Evaluation Problem 

 
Literature-focused: 
 

 
Literature-focused: 

What we know about the study topic What we know about the program 
 
What we don’t know about the study topic 

 
What we don’t know about the program 
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How is an evaluation problem different from a research problem?  

An evaluation problem also includes information that is locally-focused, about the need for the 

program and the need for the evaluation. The evaluation problem is not just about a need based 

on the research and evaluation literature; it’s also about a local need.  

 
Research Problem 

 
Evaluation Problem 

 
Literature-focused: 
 

 
Literature-focused: 

What we know about the study topic What we know about the program 
 
What we don’t know about the study topic 

 
What we don’t know about the program 

  
Locally-focused: 

 What we know about the need for the 
program 

  
What we know about the need for the 
evaluation 
 

 

Where does the evaluation problem show up in the thesis or 

dissertation? 

The evaluation problem is the problem statement in the thesis or dissertation, commonly 

included in the introduction chapter. It sets up and funnels to the evaluation purpose and 

evaluation questions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evaluation Questions 

Evaluation Purpose 

Evaluation Problem 


