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Recupera Chile:  
Addressing youth mental health following the 2010 earthquake 
 
Purpose 
 
This collaborative project from the Harvard Medical School and the University of Concepcion aims to address 
mental health issues among children in 3 coastal towns in the Biobío region in Chile, the area most affected by 
the 2010 earthquake and the subsequent tsunami activity. The work will be conducted in conjunction with the 
Recupera Chile project, a multi-school effort begun last year to aid the recovery of three Chilean coastal towns ( 
Dichato, Perales and Cobquequera).1  
 
 
Background 
 
On February 27, 2010, central Chile sustained an 8.8 level earthquake. While earthquake associated loss of life 
was moderate with 525 deaths, severe property damage from the earthquake and subsequent tsunamis led to 
massive displacement of families, particularly in the Biobío region. Along the coast, there was enormous loss of 
homes, stores, boats and fishing equipment. Many thousands of people were moved into temporary housing 
camps.  
 
Despite large-scale planning efforts for the coastal region, the recovery process has been hampered by 
bureaucratic impediments, unclear lines of authority between the central and regional governments and 
competing priorities, 1,2  Thousands of families remain in camps and there is a sense of despair among many 
people who have lost their property and their livelihoods.  
 
Recognizing the on-going post-disaster issues and the importance of contributing to and learning from the 
recovery experience, members of the DRCLAS Santiago office, faculty from the Kennedy School, School of 
Design and Medical School held extensive informational and planning meetings with Chilean government 
officials, university colleagues and others to design the Recupera Chile Project. Professor Doug Ahlers of the 
Kennedy School is leading the effort, applying much of the methodology he developed in his experience 
working in post-Katrina New Orleans. 
 
Recupera Chile combines community empowerment, economic recovery and associated interventions to prepare 
the towns for success in the coming decades.1As the first phase of the program, during the January term, 
Professors Ahlers, Mazereeuw and Palfrey and 21 students identified over 200 community funding proposals 
and helped the community members develop their applications for assistance in recovering economic 
opportunities.   
 
To ensure addressing recovery in a comprehensive fashion, this current proposal is designed to integrate child 
mental health into the fabric of Recupera Chile. Recent studies from the post disaster phase in Turkey,3,4 
Indonesia5,6 and New Orleans7 document that youth are affected in predictable ways during and after disasters. 
Depending on their age, the early effects include sleep and eating disturbances and impairment of school 
performance. Vulnerable children are much more impacted by disaster. Also, prolonged periods of displacement 
are associated with substantial impacts. Work done by our group from the Harvard Medical School in Aceh 
Indonesia has documented the importance of prolonged familial unemployment as a predictor of long term 
mental health problems.6  
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Planned Activities 
 
We propose a one year project that will include assessments of youth mental health and will pilot several 
community-planned and community-executed interventions.  
 
Assessments 
 
After the 2010 earthquake, Dr.Cova, Dr. Valdivia and their team at the University of Concepcion conducted an 
assessment of the mental health status of children the Concepcion Province. They were able to conduct a study 
six months after the earthquake in different localities including Dichato and Cobquecura. They found that the 
overall prevalence of PTSD was 22%, but the PTSD prevalence in Dichato reached 28.6%, the highest of the 
whole sample.8-9  
 
We plan to repeat the mental health assessment in Dichato using the methodology previously developed by Dr. 
Valdivia. We will also conduct the assessment in Perales and Cobquequera. This part of the project will be 
conducted by a combined Harvard-University of Concepcion/Recupera Chile team in Biobío during June and 
July, 2012. We will also have the opportunity for another wave of data collection in January of 2013 when 
another Recupera Chile team is in the field. Our hypothesis is that the rates of mental health conditions will 
have risen amongst children during the long period of displacement and that children and youth who have been 
living in the camps will have worse mental health profiles than those who are back in their own homes and 
communities. Family employment will also be a key factor.  
 
Community Based Interventions  
 
Using community empowerment methodology, during June and July we will meet with community members 
(including youth) to learn about their concerns regarding the mental health status of children and youth in the 3 
towns. We will also encourage the brainstorming of strength-based suggestions to bolster the self-esteem and 
mental health of the town’s young people.  
 
Together with community members, we will design several simple pilot interventions that align with the 
community development activities of Recupera Chile. For example, if a group of community members are 
expanding a garden project, we will encourage them to incorporate children and youth into the sowing and 
harvesting. As the fishermen and shell fishermen are re-establishing their routines, we will work with them to 
provide training about the local conditions, types of fish, techniques for fishing, etc. to the youth in the town. 
We will encourage entrepreneurship among young people as part of the economic recovery as well. We have 
been in contact with colleagues from the Foundation Tierra de Esperanza in Concepcion. They are eager to help 
with interventions such as these.  
 
In the recovered schools and libraries, there are internet facilities. We will pilot self-esteem enhancing internet 
learning and social media programs. Such programs have the potential of tying the youth into a wider network 
of friends and supporters, enhancing their learning and deepening their sense of worth.  
 
Finally, through the community mental health program at the University of Concepcion, Dr. Valdivia will make 
available to Recupera Chile one day a week of a community child psychiatrist to help the towns with children 
who have been substantially affected by the disaster and the aftermath.  
 
Summary 
 



	  

4	  
 

This project will address a serious problem associated with disasters – namely youth mental health—and add to 
the evolving literature on best practices in community recovery. The project will provide a number of 
opportunities for undergraduate and graduate students and faculty from both the Harvard University and the 
University of Concepcion.  
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