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Article abstract
In Latin America, labour relations are characterized by traditional State authoritarianism which manifests itself by constant
intervention, abundant and sometimes contradictory legislation, as well as enduring conflict. All of this is taking place in a diversified
social environment where particularized labour relations have, only recently, been centered on the industry. The characteristics
mentioned above have always been part of the labour relations process in Latin America, but with the advent of new internal and
external factors, their impact is slowly decreasing.
The current tendencies, still to be developed, emphasize the extra-judicial nature of the employer/employee relationship, the
self-determination of the principal agents in labour relations, as well as the lack of collaboration or participation. Management is
largely responsible for this evolution, particularly in new job opportunities where traditions do not stand in the way of innovations.
The most striking examples are the multinational corporations and the unorthodox export trade. This summary will present thèse
new tendencies, identify both internal and extemal factors which brought them about, and offer the basis for some comparison which
should help evaluate labour relations as a whole, at the international level.
INTERNAL FACTORS: Presently, in Latin America, management is going through a deep crisis involving ail the protagonists of labour
relations, that is the employees, the employers and the State. On the one hand, the unusual increase in both local and national strikes,
the "illegal" nature of most local strikes due to either collective bargaining failure or their utilisation as a way to end conflicts, as well
as the intricacy of requests, appear to be the main problems. Whereas the immediate cause of these problems originate from the
unions, most underlying motives remain out of the protagonists' control.
This gap is mainly responsible for the disagreement which is becoming commonplace in labour relations. It then becomes necessary to
meet in front of a third party, the State, whose influence is increasingly decisive. On the other hand, the maintenance, increase or
change of labour legislation as well as the elected government's partiality in favour of either the employer or the worker, reflect the
continuation or else, the increase in State regulation which results in the worsening of relations between the parties.
For example, the continuous adjustment of salaries, as a consequence of inflationary measures, compels the employer to modify both
wage policy and other related costs. A change of legislation always means some adaptation for the employers.
Usually, outstanding State regulation end up having an irrational restrictive effect on the autonomy of labour relations. In the past few
years, however, both employers and workers have tried very hard to change the rules of labour relations to their advantage.
Consequently, they influenced the political process so as to limit State determinism in both the private and public sectors, but also to
force some kind of reconciliation with the rival party, in order to serve their interests. The result of such a change has been a move
from the traditional labour relations System toward new forms of relations, such as human resource management, social
concertation, sector negotiation and transformation of the work System in the public sector, particularly public enterprises.
EXTERNAL FACTORS: The economic crisis experienced by most countries in this area, the disproportionate increase in labour supply
followed by one in unemployment and informai work, the constant intervention of the State in the economy as well as its centrist
policies, and the challenge of international competition based on the internationalisation of production factors, all of these
characteristics being part of the contextual changes which affected labour relations in Latin America.
These changes had a direct influence on the internai factors mentioned before as well as on labour relations. As far as management is
concerned, the reaction was diversified. One of the answers was the adoption of personnel administration Systems, in place of the
labour relations System. Even though this practice is fairly recent, it has played a major role in the past few years due to its rapid
development and to its connection with the most modem and profitable sectors (multinationals representing the 'avant-garde').
One concept radically opposed to the traditional labour relations System is that of human resource management. Whereas the first
one concentrates on group relationship (employer/union), the latter is concerned with the one to one relationship
(employer/employee).
The Latin-American experience shows that the recent tendency favours a juxtaposition of Systems. Firms used to a traditional labour
relations System shall hold on to it, whereas new firms, particularly those which belong to new sectors of the economy, will adopt
either one or else, integrate the two. If, for example, a firm chooses the human resource management System, it usually provides
workers with fringe benefits on a regular basis, in order to avoid conflicts. Three main types of strategy have been experienced in
various countries:
- The creation of professional associations in the field of human resources and personnel management, aimed at improving
recruitment and promotion;
- The creation and development of procedures which could affect the workers' motivation, such as quality circles, joint production
committee and non-monetary incentive programs;
- The opening-up of participation options in the enterprise, either in management (co-determination) or in profits and ownership.
This last strategy was usually considered when stability at work was weak or collective bargaining influence powerless.
Workers'motivation has been the main issue of several programs put up by the employer. In Latin America, quality circles are
probably the best known programs, but production committees, pre-retirement committees and other labour relations oriented clubs
have also been formed. In other words, the adoption of human resource management, if only taking form, is now a reality in Latin
America. The development of the above-mentioned programs is much more than mère wishes among interested parties. One could
say they will now have to overcome problems similar to those related to the economie development of Latin-American countries.
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