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Understand the Program and Program Context 

Program description 

For a research study, there is often a description of the key variables or phenomena under 

investigation. A program evaluation thesis or dissertation may also include a description of key 

variables, depending on the evaluation purpose and approach. Regardless, a program 

evaluation thesis or dissertation will include a thorough description of the program being 

evaluated. Information about program components and activities, as well as how the program is 

implemented, is important. The program description may include the “theory” of how the 

program is intended to work—depicted as a logic model, a theory of change model, a program 

framework, a systems map, or some other meaningful representation of, for example, what the 

program needs to operate (e.g., resources, inputs), the activities and processes of program 

implementation, and the intended outcomes or benefits of the program.  

 

Program context 

A research study typically includes a description of the study site that provides information about 

the setting in which the study will be conducted. Information such as site and setting 

characteristics/demographic information is often part of this description. A program evaluation 

thesis or dissertation has a similar section; however, a more comprehensive description of 

program context is usually warranted. In addition to site and setting characteristics/demographic 

information, this description may include the need for the program, who initiated its 

development, its history and evolution, the intended audience for the program, and program 

stakeholders/stakeholder groups and their relationships to the program. It further includes 

consideration of the political, cultural, and economic context within which the program operates, 

and sometimes information about the larger system within which the program is implemented. If 

a program is implemented at multiple sites, separate descriptions of program context will be 

needed for each site. 

 

Where does the description of program and program context show up 

in the thesis or dissertation? 

It shows up in the in the problem statement in the introduction chapter as what we know about 

the program and the need for the program. In fact, It is useful to include an overview of the  
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program as a section in the introduction chapter. The literature review chapter will include the 

literature-based knowledge related to the program and/or its strategies, activities, and 

outcomes. A comprehensive description of the program should be included as a “Program 

Description” section in the methods chapter. This section details what the program is, how it is 

implemented, and the intended outcomes. A program logic model or other representation of the 

theory of the program is helpful here. There may also be a “Study Site” and/or “Program 

Context” section(s) where site/setting characteristics/demographic information and additional 

description of program context are provided. 

 


