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Goal:  To identify a setting and population to conduct dissertation research on program 
sustainability. 
 

Many important social, health, innovation and economic development programs are 
launched with time-limited funding from government agencies and/or foundations.  The classic 
example is the so-called “demonstration” project. Typically, there is an explicit or implicit 
assumption that these programs will continue beyond the end of their initial grant support. 
However, on-going funding is not always obtained even for programs that have demonstrated 
success.  This can mean that achievement of program goals may be limited, grantees may 
struggle to meet program objectives and their organizations’ missions, and the initial 
investment may not reach its full potential. 

 
There is a small but growing scholarly literature on the issue of program sustainability 

and/or routinization. This literature draws from theory and research on organizational change, 
social and organizational innovation, and dissemination of innovation. Research has been 
conducted on public health programs, educational programs, and science and technology 
initiatives to name only a few.  This research has shown that there are a variety of perspectives 
from which to view sustainability.  It can be thought of as continued benefits for programs 
stakeholders, continued program activities, and continued capacity to support programs 
beyond the end of their initial grant funding.  However, in terms of identifying factors which 
may predict these outcomes research is rather limited, and in many cases, methodologically 
weak.  Therefore, there is still a great deal to learn about the societal, organizational, group and 
individual level factors that affect program sustainability.   

 
In my recent research, I studied sustainability for a National Science Foundation (NSF) 

cooperative research centers program.  By looking at the different forms that sustainability can 
take, I was able to document previously unrecognized program sustainability and successes.  
For example, I was able to document ways in which former grantees adapted the program 
model in order to continue realizing core program goals. Nearly 80% of centers that graduated 
from the program within the last 20 years were sustained for at least one year beyond the end 
of their grants, and more that 60% are still operating today.  I was able to show that NSF’s 
investment leveraging was doubled when accounting for sustained formerly funded program 
sites.  Factors that predicted whether programs would be sustained beyond the end of their 
grants included stakeholder support in their final year of grant funding, obtaining alternative 
funding, and indicators of environmental strength relative to the program during their final year 
of grant funding.   
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Through the course of this research I became quite familiar with a wide array of 
perspectives on program sustainability, honed my skills at program evaluation, and developed a 
passion for helping organizations and programs grow through evidence-based research.  It is my 
goal to continue this work with human service organizations funded by foundations and/or 
government. 

 
The goals of the proposed study are 1) to determine the extent to which grant-

supported programs with time-limited funding are able to sustain themselves beyond the end 
of their grants, 2) to identify facilitators and barriers to program sustainability, and 3) to 
develop tools and strategies organizations can use to sustain their programs to achieve long-
term impacts.  By studying program sustainability, we can begin to enhance the impact of 
grant-based programs and increase the capacity of grantee organizations by developing a 
better understanding of the process and planning strategically for program sustainability.   

 
I am seeking a funding agency (foundation, government agency, organization, and/or 

association) to provide access to grantees that have completed funding of a significant program 
sometime within the last several years.  An endorsement of the study from that organization 
would be essential for developing grantee buy-in and participation.  I would then follow up with 
former grantees to survey and/or interview them about their efforts to sustain their programs.  
The data collected from grantees could demonstrate the sustainability of the program and 
identify strategies and tools grantees have used to achieve sustainability.  Ideally, available data 
about the program and its grantees while they were funded would be analyzed to determine 
what may or may not have predicted program sustainability.   

 
The study will result in a report on the level of sustainability achieved by former 

grantees as indicated by various measures of program sustainability, as well as the factors that 
predict it. The report will also include recommendations for both the granting agency and 
participating grantees on how to plan for program sustainability, based on study findings.  

 
If you are interested in learning more, please contact Lindsey McGowen at 

lindsey.mcgowen@gmail.com.   
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