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Case Study: The Employment Rights Act 2025 – A Boost for Women in the Workplace
https://www.theguardian.com/law/2026/mar/08/new-employment-rights-act-a-huge-boost-for-women-in-the-workplace

Background

The Employment Rights Act 2025 introduces a package of new workplace rights, many of which disproportionately benefit women. From April 2026, approximately 4.7 million women will benefit from stronger statutory sick pay, including over 830,000 who will receive it for the first time. The Act also introduces day-one rights to paternity leave for fathers and partners, and unpaid parental leave for all parents. A government spokesperson stated: ‘The Employment Rights Act is a huge boost for women in the workplace – introducing enhanced protections for pregnant women and new mothers, menopause action plans for large employers and rights for parental leave from day one.’ Research has shown that mothers lose an average of £65,618 in pay by the time their first child turns five, reflecting the long-standing ‘motherhood penalty’ that these reforms begin to address.

ACTIVITY 1: Understanding Individual Lived Experiences
Objective
Understand how interpretivism focuses on individual subjective experiences and the personal meanings people assign to workplace legislation and employment rights.

Task
Imagine you are an interpretivist researcher studying how women experience the introduction of new employment rights under the Employment Rights Act 2025. You want to understand the lived experience of those affected.

Questions for Discussion:
1. What would you want to explore?
2. Design 5 interview questions that would help you understand the subjective, personal meaning this layoff situation holds for an affected employee.
· Remember: Interpretivism seeks to understand the world through participants' eyes
· Your questions should explore feelings, interpretations, and personal significance
3. Reflect: Why can't we simply look at objective data (eg number of women receiving sick pay, leave uptake statistics, wage gap figures) to understand women's experiences of the Employment Rights Act from an interpretivist perspective?

ACTIVITY 2: Multiple Realities
Objective
Recognize that interpretivism accepts that reality is subjective and that multiple, equally valid interpretations of the same event exist.

Task
The introduction of the Employment Rights Act 2025 is a single legislative event, but different people will construct different realities around it.
Consider these different perspectives:
Person A: A low-paid female care worker who will receive statutory sick pay for the first time Person B: A female middle manager at a large company who will benefit from a menopause action plan Person C: A new father who can now take paternity leave from day one Person D: A small business owner concerned about the cost of the new rights Person E: A recent female university graduate entering the job market

Questions:
1. How might each person A, B, C, D and E construct a different reality about what the Employment Rights Act 2025 means?
2. Write a brief paragraph (3-4 sentences) describing the subjective reality for these people.
3. From an interpretivist perspective, which of these realities is ‘correct’? Explain your answer.
4. How does this demonstrate interpretivism’s ontological position that ‘reality is subjective and can only be understood through participants’ eyes’ in the context of workplace rights legislation?

ACTIVITY 3: The Researcher's Role as Interpreter
Objective
Understand that in interpretivism, the researcher is an interpreter of meanings, and that researcher values and biases are integral to the research process.

Task
You are conducting interviews with women workers about their experiences of the new employment rights introduced under the Employment Rights Act 2025.
Scenario: An interviewee says: ‘These new rights sound good on paper, but nothing really changes for women like me. My employer will find ways around it, they always do.’

Questions:
1. What different meanings could this statement hold? List at least 3 possible interpretations.
2. How might YOUR personal background influence how you interpret this statement?
· Consider: Your own gender, your experiences of work and caring responsibilities, your political views on employment law, your class background, your personal experience of workplace discrimination
3. From an interpretivist perspective, should you try to be completely objective and remove your biases? Why or why not?
4. How would you, as an interpretivist researcher, handle the fact that your interpretation might be different from what the participant ‘really meant’?

ACTIVITY 4: Rich Qualitative Data
Objective
Recognize that interpretivism values deep, rich, qualitative understanding over generalisable quantitative data.

Task
Compare these two research approaches to studying how women experience the Employment Rights Act 2025:
Approach A (Positivist):
· Survey 1,000 women workers affected by the new legislation
· Measure: Sick pay uptake rates, parental leave claims, wage gap data before and after implementation
· Goal: Identify statistical patterns and make generalisable claims about the impact of the Employment Rights Act on women’s pay and working conditions
Approach B (Interpretivist):
· Conduct in-depth interviews with 15 women affected by the new legislation
· Explore: Personal stories, meanings attached to work, identity shifts, emotional journeys
· Goal: Understand the unique, subjective experiences and how women make sense of new workplace rights and what they mean for their lives
Questions:
1. What can Approach B tell you that Approach A cannot?
2. Which approach would better help you understand:
· The emotional impact of being told that, for the first time, you are legally entitled to statutory sick pay?
· How the ‘motherhood penalty’ affects a woman’s sense of professional identity and financial security?
· The personal meaning of ‘being recognised by law’ for women who have long experienced workplace disadvantage?
3. Why would an interpretivist argue that studying 15 people in-depth is more valuable than surveying 1,000 people for this type of research?
4. What are the limitations of the interpretivist approach? What can't it tell us?

ACTIVITY 5: Real-World Application
Objective
Apply interpretivist thinking to develop a research proposal.

Task
You want to understand how low-paid women workers interpret and make sense of their new rights under the Employment Rights Act 2025, and what these rights mean for their sense of dignity and security at work.
Develop a brief research proposal (bullet points acceptable) that includes:
1. Research Question: Frame a question that focuses on subjective experience and meaning-making (NOT ‘How many women claimed sick pay?’ but ‘How do women who are newly entitled to sick pay make sense of...’)
2. Method: What interpretivist method would you use? (eg semi-structured interviews, observation)
3. Sample: Who would you talk to and why? How many people?
4. Key Interview Topics: List 5 themes/topics you would explore in your interviews
5. Expected Outcome: What kind of understanding are you hoping to gain? (Remember: NOT statistical generalisations, but deep insight into meanings and experiences)

Reflection questions
After completing these activities, reflect on the following:
1. How is interpretivism fundamentally different from positivism in terms of:
· What it considers ‘reality’?
· What counts as valid knowledge?
· The role of the researcher?
2. What types of research questions about the Employment Rights Act 2025 and women in the workplace would be well-suited to interpretivism?
3. What types of research questions about workplace rights and gender equality would be poorly-suited to interpretivism? What would be better addressed through positivist methods?
4. How comfortable are you with the idea that in interpretivism, there is no single ‘objective truth’ to discover, only multiple subjective realities to understand?


KEY TAKEAWAYS: What Makes This Research INTERPRETIVIST?
Focuses on individual subjective experiences rather than objective facts 
Seeks to understand meanings people assign to events, not measure outcomes 
Accepts multiple realities - different people construct different truths 
Researcher is an interpreter, not a detached observer 
Values and biases are acknowledged as part of the research process 
Uses qualitative methods like interviews to gain deep understanding 
Goal is understanding, not prediction or generalisation 
Reality can only be accessed through participants' perspectives
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