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Younger than 5 = 8%
5-10 years old = 25%
11-16 years old = 52% 
17 or older = 10% 
Passed on Question = 5%

78 TOTAL  

40  
LYGHT PROGRAM  

38  
WAITING LIST  

Participants Ages

Age When Entered 
Foster Care

LYGHT
L I ST E N I N G & L E D BY  
YOUTH IN FOSTER CARE 

GRIEF, HOPE, & 
TRANSITIONS

A DOUGY CENTER PROGRAM

At the core of the L.Y.G.H.T. program, we aim to raise awareness about how youth in 
foster care who are grieving experience marginalization on various levels, to create ways 
to provide trauma-informed peer support to youth in foster care, and to promote the 
importance of moving the child welfare community toward a grief-informed holistic model 
of care.

Study Demographics

Research Question
Does the L.Y.G.H.T. program, a peer grief support program for youth in foster care, 
enhance the well-being of youth in foster care?
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L.Y.G.H.T. Mission

From September 2021 to June 2023, a second randomized trial of the Listening and Led by 
Youth in Foster Care: Grief, Hope, and Transitions (L.Y.G.H.T.) program was conducted with 
teens and young adults in foster care throughout South Carolina. The program was run 
under real-world conditions. 

Participants were randomly 
assigned to the L.Y.G.H.T. program 
or to the waiting list. Waiting list 
participants were invited to join 
the program after four sessions (8 
weeks). 78% of youth (n=61) were 
able to access the program prior to 
exiting foster care or transferring to 
another out-of-city placement. Of 
these youth, all but 5 youth chose 
to attend at least one session.

Age 17  
= 15%

Age 18  
= 6%

Age 19
= 6%

Age 20  
= 6%

Age 14  
= 13%

Age 15  
= 18%

Age 16
= 18%

Age 12  
= 3%

Age 13
= 14%

Self-Identified 
Gender

Self-Identified  
Race/Ethnicity

53% 
African American  

or Black

38%  
Caucasian 
or White

9% 
Hispanic  
or Latino,  
Lantina,  
Latnix

6% 
Biracial or  

Multicultural

4% 
Native  

American,  
American  
Indian, or  

Alaska Native

4%  
Other

3% 
East Asian, 
Southeast 

Asian, or Asian 
American 

1% 
Middle 
Eastern 

1% 
African 

National 

51 
Female

18  
Male

4 
Transgender

1 
Gender Fluid

4 
Other
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Outcome Measures   

•	 Hopefulness

•	 Social Support

•	 Self-Worth

•	 Problem Intensity

•	 Program Helpfulness

•	 Trauma-Informed Climate

•	 Initial Interest in the Program

•	 Perceived Program Benefits

•	 Program Dislikes

•	 Program Recommendation

Qualitative – Focus Groups

Quantitative - Questionnaires
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Findings 

For youth who participated in the L.Y.G.H.T. program:

Social Support*

Beginning of Program (Baseline) 8 Weeks Later (Post-Intervention)

Waiting List

LYGHT Program

5 = Low Perceived 
 Social Support

25 = High Perceived  
Social Support

Results indicate a positive medium effect (effect size = 0.06) of the L.Y.G.H.T. program for social support: 
For youth who were assigned to the L.Y.G.H.T. program and participated in at least 1 session, youth 
reported a greater increase in social support (t1: M = 15.95, SE = 1.00; t2: M = 17.9, SE = 0.80) than youth 
who did not participate in the L.Y.G.H.T. program (t1: M = 18.05, SE = 1.00; t2: M = 18.25, SE = 0.85).

t=Time Point, M=Mean Value, SE=Standard Error         *Controlled for site of intervention
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SOCIAL SUPPORT 
INCREASED

HOPEFULNESS 
INCREASED

SELF-WORTH 
INCREASED

PERCEIVED PROBLEMS 
BECAME BETTER AND 

MORE BEARABLE
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Hopefulness*

Beginning of Program (Baseline) 8 Weeks Later (Post-Intervention)

Waiting List

LYGHT Program

6 = Low Hopefulness

36 = High Hopefulness

Results indicate a positive large effect (effect size = 0.15) of the L.Y.G.H.T. program for hopefulness:  
For youth who were assigned to the L.Y.G.H.T. program and participated in at least 1 session, youth 
reported a greater increase in hopefulness (t1: M = 14.58, SE = 1.44; t2: M = 19.56, SE = 1.14) than youth 
who did not participate in the L.Y.G.H.T. program (t1: M = 18.18, SE = 1.14; t2: M = 18.54, SE = 1.38).

t=Time Point, M=Mean Value, SE=Standard Error         *Controlled for site of intervention
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Self-Worth*

Beginning of Program (Baseline) 8 Weeks Later (Post-Intervention)

10 = Low Self-Worth

40 = High Self-Worth

Results indicate a positive large effect (effect size = 0.14) of the L.Y.G.H.T. program for self-worth:
For youth who were assigned to the L.Y.G.H.T. program and participated in at least 1 session, youth
reported a greater increase in self-worth (t1: M = 24.90, SE = 1.10; t2: M = 27.80, SE = 0.90) than youth 
who did not participate in the L.Y.G.H.T. program (t1: M = 28.40, SE = 1.00; t2: M = 28.00, SE = 1.10).

Waiting List

LYGHT Program

t=Time Point, M=Mean Value, SE=Standard Error         *Controlled for site of intervention
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Long Term Impacts

Notes. Outcome findings at 6-months are based on the 21 youth who participated in the second 
randomized controlled trial study in 2021–2023 and completed a follow-up survey at 6-months 
post-intervention. Effect size: Partial eta2 (η2) = 0.01 indicates a small effect. η2= 0.06 indicates a 
medium effect. η2 ≥0.14 indicates a large effect.
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Results indicate even greater effects after six months: a positive large effect of the 
L.Y.G.H.T. program was observed for all outcomes:

•	 increased hopefulness (effect size = 0.34). 

•	 increased social support (effect size = 0.45). 

•	 increased sense of self-worth (effect size = 0.22). 

In addition, at six months, 79% of youth reported that their problems had gotten 
better since beginning L.Y.G.H.T. (see Exhibit 7).

Exhibit 7: L.Y.G.H.T. Program Effect Sizes After 6 Months (South Carolina)

Hopefulness Social Support Self-Worth

.34

.45

.22

LARGE

MEDIUM

SMALL
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Problem Intensity
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Participants in both groups reported improvement in problems after initiating L.Y.G.H.T. 
sessions. For youth initially assigned to the L.Y.G.H.T. group, the improvement was observed 
at 8 weeks, and for youth initially assigned to the waitlist group, the improvement was 
reported at 16 weeks. These improvements were sustained at 6 months post-intervention.

Notable Considerations
Compared to the population of participants as a whole, effect sizes were strongest across 
outcomes for:

Youth who 
self-identified as 
African American 

or Black  

Youth who  
self-identified  

as male 

Youth who  
participated in  

at least one 
L.Y.G.H.T. session
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Trauma-Informed Program Atmosphere 

Youth reported the L.Y.G.H.T. program provided a trauma-informed program 
atmosphere where youth felt:
•	 safe in the L.Y.G.H.T. group

•	 they could trust other members in the L.Y.G.H.T. group

•	 supported by the other members in the L.Y.G.H.T. group

•	 the other L.Y.G.H.T. group members understood them and what they had 		
	 been through

•	 the L.Y.G.H.T. group members appreciated sharing with and listening to 		
	 one another

•	 that they had choices about whether and when they spoke, listened, or 		
	 participated in the L.Y.G.H.T. program

•	 that their uniqueness and identity were respected
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Waiting List

LYGHT Program

1 = Not At All

5 = Absolutely

2 = Not Really

3 = Sometimes

4 = Most of  
the Time

At 8 weeks, 16 weeks, and 6 months-post intervention, youth rated the L.Y.G.H.T. program 
between “most of the time” and “absolutely” as a trauma-informed atmosphere.
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Youth Perceptions of the Program 

• Initial Interest in the Program

• Perceived Program Benefits

• Program Dislikes

• Program Recommendation
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Youth were invited to share their feedback through open-ended survey questions. A total 
of 42 youth provided feedback on their perceptions of the program.
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Initial Interest in the Program 

When asked what initially drew them to be interested in the L.Y.G.H.T program, participants 
provided various responses.
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2 out of 3  
participants  

reported that their 
initial interest in the 

program was for  
support to cope with 

their problems:
 

“I knew it was going to 
be helpful for me and  

my problems.”

More than half of 
the participants 

reported the desire to 
receive support from 

their peers:

“I felt like talking about 
my life experiences with 
other girls my age would 

help me get over the 
events that happened 
because some people 
could relate to me.”

Other responses 
 included the desire  

to help others,  
self-worth, and  
something to  
do/curiosity.
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Perceived Program Benefits

Personal  
Well-Being,  

Empowerment,  
and Agency 

Relational  
Connection  

and Perceived  
Support 

Safe Space 

Theme 1: Personal Well-Being, Empowerment, and Agency
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64% of participants reported that the program assisted them  
with healthy emotional and behavioral management: 

“It helps with anger management.”

Self-awareness: 

“I’ve learned that not 
everyone’s the same and 
the world doesn’t evolve 

around one person.”

Learned  
interpersonal skills:

“I’ve learned to be  
considerate of other people’s 

feelings and emotions.”

A sense of agency:

 “What I like the most about 
the L.Y.G.H.T. program is when 
we talk they listen to you and 
do not say bad things to you.”

Hopefulness:

 “What I learned was  
to speak up and to not 

lose hope.”

A sense of recognition  
and worthiness:

“When I got into L.Y.G.H.T.  
it made me feel more  
welcomed than I felt.”

Program 
Components 

LYGHT
L I ST E N I N G & L E D BY  
YOUTH IN FOSTER CARE 

GRIEF, HOPE, & 
TRANSITIONS

A DOUGY CENTER PROGRAM
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Perceived Program Benefits

Theme 2: Relational Connection and Perceived Support
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74% of participants stated that one of their favorite parts of the L.Y.G.H.T. 
program was feeling a sense of relational connection and perceived support:

“My favorite experience has been to be able to make connections with the whole group.”

Shared lived experience with 
other participants:

“There are people who share similar 
experiences as mine.”

A feeling of acceptance:

“I have learned that there  
are others who truly care, respect,  

and listen to what you have to say.”

Developing and building  
new relationships:

“I had a great time getting to know  
other people and just being able to  

share with them.”

Helping one another:

“I learned that peers can  
help one another.”
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Perceived Program Benefits

Theme 3: Safe Space
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Nonjudgmental  
program space: 

“Everyone is really 
accepting and not 
judgmental at all.”

A space that facilitated 
opportunities for 

confidentiality and trust:

“I’ve learned that I can  
trust other people who is  

in this program.”

Youth involvement in 
decision-making:

“My favorite part is  
being able to share what 

you want.”

Theme 4: Program Components

Specific program components:

“I love what we do at the end of every meeting.”

LYGHT
L I ST E N I N G & L E D BY  
YOUTH IN FOSTER CARE 

GRIEF, HOPE, & 
TRANSITIONS

A DOUGY CENTER PROGRAM
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Program Dislikes

15

55% of participants reported  
they had no dislikes:

 “There was never a moment when  
I didn’t like LYGHT.”

The most common dislike reported  
by youth (17%) included having 
interpersonal conflict with peers  

in the group:

 “Other group members taking  
things totally wrong.”

Program Recommendation
100% of participants reported they would recommend the L.Y.G.H.T. program to other 
youth. Reasons for why they would recommend the program included:

The program contributed to  
overall well-being: 

“I would 100 percent recommend it. Grief never 
truly goes away, however this program can 

help individuals find ways to carry on life while 
managing their grief in a healthy way.”

The power and value of peer support: 

“Yes, I would totally recommend it because 
it helps kids learn to express their feelings in 

small groups. Also it’s a program where you can 
talk about your problems at your own pace and 

with what you’re comfortable with.”

The opportunity for self-expression: 

“Yes, because it gives these young adults and 
teens an outlet to help them talk about their 
feelings and misfortune in the past and learn  

to build and grow from them.”

Having a safe space/place to  
cope with their losses: 

“Yes, because we teenagers need a safe  
place to talk about how we feel.”
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Additional Study Highlights  

of eligible youth chose to 
participate in the voluntary 

L.Y.G.H.T. program

92% 

100%  

Percentage of youth who provided 
feedback and said they would 

recommend the program to other 
youth in foster care:

At 8 weeks, 16 weeks, and 6 months-post  
intervention, youth rated the L.Y.G.H.T.  

program between “most of the time” 
and “absolutely” as a  

trauma-informed atmosphere

The L.Y.G.H.T. program  
was accessed more than 

280  
times

by youth in foster care
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L.Y.G.H.T. Resources

L.Y.G.H.T. Newsletter 
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L.Y.G.H.T. Tip Sheets

NOW WHAT?
Tips for teens in foster care  
who are grieving

We’re guessing you’re here because you’ve been separated 

from people you care about. Whether it was a parent, sibling, 

grandparent, close friend, or other family member, we’re glad 

you found your way to this Tip Sheet.

The information here comes directly from the teens who 

participate in our L.Y.G.H.T. peer grief support groups for youth 

in foster care, because they have also been in the foster care 

system and understand what it’s like.

Grief can get messy. When we are separated from people and 

places we care about, most of us don’t know what to do, how to 

talk about it, or even how we’re supposed to feel. It’s confusing 

and strange. It can be awkward to try to connect with other 

people who don’t know what it’s like to be in foster care. Have 

you ever told someone that you were in foster care and they 

give you a weird look or ask if you’re serious? Not great, right?

One thing we’ve learned from 

other teens in foster care is that 

grief usually does what it wants — it 

doesn’t follow any rules or keep to 

a schedule. There’s no recipe and 

there isn’t a right or wrong way to 

feel. What matters most is figuring 

out what really helps you deal with 

all that comes up with missing 

people and places and what doesn’t 

help at all. It’s up to you to decide.

ALL ABOUT CHANGES
When you enter foster care, your whole world can radically change. 

Some teens describe it as a hurricane or a tornado, taking out 

everything in its path. You’re left to pick up the pieces and figure 

out what life will be like now that you are no longer living with your 

family or close to your friends. What will happen to you? How often 

will you get to see your family? What will you remember and what 

will you miss? There are no expectations for how you might think 

and feel about the person or people you are missing (although 

people might be throwing lots of “shoulds” at you). Grief can be 

intense and loud or quiet and barely there. Some teens aren’t sure 

what they feel and that’s okay.

©2023
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THE LOW DOWN  
ON GRIEF

The Dougy Center  503.775.5683   Visit us online at: dougy.org   Like us             Follow us                       Subscribe                                                 page 1

If you know a youth who has experienced being separated from their family and placed into foster care, you might be wondering, “How can I help?”  Here are 12 tips to consider:
1. Communication: Youth who are grieving need supportive and available adults who can compassionately communicate at their level of understanding. Adults can be supportive to youth in foster care who are grieving by inviting youth to talk about any people, places, or things they are missing, being patient with how they choose to express grief, and letting them know they are available if youth want to talk.

2. Assurances: Recognizing and acknowledging how challenging it can be to be separated from family, friends, communities, traditions, etc. is essential to demonstrating to youth in foster care that their losses and grief are valid and significant. Because there are many ways to process and express grief, it is important to assure youth who are grieving that all their thoughts and feelings are okay. Allowing them to grieve in their own way reinforces that there are many ways to respond, and that it is okay to find what works best for them, as long as their behavior does not hurt others or themselves. 3. Choices: Many youth do not feel a sense of agency while in foster care due to a lack of choice and decision-making around being in foster care. A sense of hopelessness and powerlessness can be intensified when a youth is experiencing loss and grief. Youth who are grieving can experience personal empowerment when they have options presented to them and when their choices are 

honored and respected. It’s important to give 
youth the chance 
to have input 
on decisions 
about whether 
they talk about 
the losses they 
have experienced, 
whether they will, or 
will not, attend funerals/memorials, what to do with their personal belongings, and even things as simple  as what to eat for breakfast or what shirt to wear  to school. Youth should be able to make choices  for themselves, when possible. When a youth in foster care is given choices, it demonstrates that adults value their thoughts, opinions, and that their needs matter. 

4. Honesty: Youth who are grieving appreciate honest information related to the losses they have  experienced and any other potential changes in their lives. Youth in foster care deserve to know the truth when it comes to a loss in their life. They need adults who are willing and able to communicate openly and honestly, even if they are afraid of how youth might respond to the information. Youth in foster care have a right to know about the separation, the person and/or people from whom they’ve been separated, and the circumstances surrounding the loss. Being open and honest during interactions with a youth who is grieving can make a tremendous difference in how they address challenging times in their lives.

TIPS FOR SUPPORTING YOUTH IN FOSTER CARE WHO ARE GRIEVING

Dougy Center: The National Grief Center for Children & Families 

The Dougy Center  503.775.5683   Visit us online at: dougy.org   Like us             Follow us                       Subscribe                                                 page 1

Deconstruction

SURVIVE
THRIVE

Follow Dougy Center on:

Survive/Thrive is Dougy Center’s first 
journal specially created for teens in 
foster care who are grieving. 

When you enter foster care and have 
been separated from the people 
you care about, you can have lots 
of thoughts about what you should 
(and shouldn’t) think, feel, do, and 
about pretty much everything else. 
But what if you’re the expert about 
your grief and experiences? Whether 
you’ve been separated from a parent, 
sibling, grandparent, close friend, or 
other family member, this Survive/
Thrive journal is a place where 
you can draw, write, create, and 
transform whatever you’re thinking 
and feeling. 

No judgment and advice-free  
(we promise). 

Grief can be all over the place and it 
rarely sticks to a plan, so this journal 
is designed for you to go at your 
own pace and in whatever order 
feels right to you. Mess it up, keep it 
pretty, speak your truth because it 
matters, and most importantly, YOU 
matter too! 

SURVIVE  TH
RIVE                                               {a journal}

{a journal}

D
ougy Center                                               {a 

journal}

Survive/Thrive Journal

L.Y.G.H.T. Updates 
Sign up here

https://www.dougy.org/professionals-trainings/lyght
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Next Steps 

Expanding the L.Y.G.H.T. program  
to more community sites in  

South Carolina

Expanding the reach of the L.Y.G.H.T. 
program through more trained  

L.Y.G.H.T. facilitators

Bringing the L.Y.G.H.T.  
program to Oregon 

Building the infrastructure to bring 
L.Y.G.H.T. to additional states
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