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Reclaim Joyful Leadership: Empowering Senior Women Executives 
to Lead Authentically and Fulfilled 

 
Updated Insights 2020–2026 

 

Introduction 
 
In today's high-stakes corporate world, senior women leaders (often in their 40s, 50s 

and beyond) have mastered the art of success: climbing ladders, driving results and 

navigating complex teams while wearing the "mask" of unflappable professionalism. 

Yet, many quietly ask, "Is this it?" After decades of achievement, fulfillment feels 

elusive and the joy that once fueled ambition has faded into quiet exhaustion. Building 

on my original article "The Business Value of Joy" (collaborating with Colorado State 

University), this updated exploration draws from recent research (2020–2026) showing 

that joy is no longer a luxury. It's a strategic leadership asset. When women executives 

embrace authentic joy through emotional intelligence, sensory reconnection and 

unmasking, they unlock higher engagement, productivity (up to 31%), retention and 

personal resilience. This isn't about adding more. It's about rediscovering the joyful, 

authentic leader you've always been meant to be. 

 

The Science of Leadership 
 

In today's demanding executive landscape, joy is often dismissed as fleeting or 

incidental. Yet research in positive psychology and organizational behavior reframes it 

as a sustainable state of positive affect - a resilient source of energy that broadens 

perspectives, builds enduring resources and drives superior performance. 

Distinct from short-lived happiness triggered by external events, joy in leadership is an 

enduring positive affect that cultivates resilience, enhances opportunity recognition 

and generates an infectious "can-do" atmosphere. Leaders' joyful energy inspires 

teams through emotional connection, elevating collective performance. This aligns with 

Barbara Fredrickson's broaden-and-build theory, which demonstrates that positive 



 

www.ReinaBach.com February 2026 2 

emotions like joy expand thought-action repertoires, fostering creativity, social bonds 

and upward spirals of growth and innovation. 

 

In business, joy emerges as a strategic asset, integrating positive affect (uplifted mood 

and vitality), resilience (recovery from adversity) and authentic presence (genuine, fully 

engaged interactions). For leaders (especially senior women navigating midlife) joy 

becomes tangible through mindful sensory practices and unmasking: savoring 

experiences like a fine wine, a nourishing meal or immersion in nature quiets over-

analysis, amplifies heart-centered awareness and sheds corporate "masks" of 

conformity. These approaches reconnect leaders to their authentic selves, boosting 

emotional intelligence and sustainable fulfillment. 

 

Empirical evidence confirms joy's impact. Positive leadership, marked by joy and 

optimism, drives employee engagement via state positive affect. A 2021 study (Arora & 

Rangnekar) of over 400 employees linked it to higher engagement (0.35–0.45 point 

gains on a 5-point scale), with subordinates feeling more energetic, focused and 

devoted. Joyful employees show 31% higher productivity, 37% higher sales and three 

times greater creativity (Harvard Business Review-linked research), while reducing 

turnover by up to 49% and boosting innovative behavior by 15–20%. Joyful leaders 

spot opportunities amid challenges, galvanizing teams through interpersonal 

resonance and emotional magnetism (Whitelaw, 2024). 

 

Fredrickson's theory further explains how joy broadens cognitive flexibility and builds 

resources, yielding 10–15% gains in engagement and innovation, creating resilient 

post-pandemic workplaces. For women executives, joy addresses unique pressures like 

burnout and midlife reinvention. Midlife (often 45–60) shifts toward generativity 

(mentorship and self-expression) reduce stagnation and burnout by 20–30% in well-

being metrics (Psychology Today, 2025). Many female executives (75%) need a 

"mindset reset" toward joy and authenticity to counter self-neglect and anxiety, with 

those prioritizing joyful boundaries reporting 86% greater ambition and career 

longevity post-reinvention. 
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Additional data reinforce these outcomes: positive leadership correlates with 20–30% 

higher engagement (meta-analyses), 25% lower burnout and 10–15% productivity gains 

in service sectors. Business ROI includes cost savings from reduced turnover ($600+ 

per retained employee) and enhanced efficiency via creativity. 
 

Impact on Individual Performance 
 
Joy elevates personal performance by expanding cognitive resources and fostering 

upward spirals of resilience and creativity (Fredrickson). Leaders gain 10–15% in 

engagement and innovation, with 13–31% higher productivity and lower stress. For 

women executives, joy counters midlife burnout through mindset resets and sensory 

unmasking, boosting emotional well-being by 20–30% and transforming "Is this it?" 

into growth opportunities. 

 

Team Dynamics 
 
Joyful leadership catalyzes cohesion via emotional connection, raising team 

engagement 20–30% and sparking collaborative innovation. Positive leaders inspire 

followership by focusing on opportunities, with joy spreading contagiously to enhance 

resilience and problem-solving - yielding 37% higher sales and tripled creativity. For 

women leaders, high emotional intelligence amplifies this through inclusive, heart-

centered cultures, reducing burnout and elevating satisfaction via generativity (20–30% 

relational gains). 
 

Organizational Outcomes 

Joy delivers ROI through lower turnover (up to 49%), cost savings and 10–20% 

efficiency gains from productivity and creativity. BCG (2024) highlights joy's role in 

valued, engaged environments that drive loyalty and success, with 15–31% 

performance uplifts in resilient cultures. For women-inclusive firms, joy supports greater 
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ambition post-reinvention and reduces executive exodus, positioning authentic 

strategies as a competitive edge. 

Joy and Fulfillment in Women’s Leadership: Unique Insights 

Women leaders excel in emotional intelligence, empathy, collaboration and 

authenticity - strengths magnified by joy to build trust, psychological safety and 

resilient teams. Joy multiplies these traits, countering leadership's emotional demands 

and fostering sustainable fulfillment over rigid, "masculine" success models. 

Midlife represents "enormous opportunity" for senior women, with rising confidence, 

purpose and leadership identity (Henley Business School, 2024). Joy navigates life 

transitions via generativity, reducing burnout 20–30% and enabling reinvention. 

Authentic leadership thrives here, with high-EI women experiencing lower stress and 

stronger dynamics. Companies with gender-diverse leadership outperform: top-

quartile executive teams achieve 9% higher profitability (McKinsey Women in the 

Workplace, 2025), with firms at 30%+ women in leadership 39% more likely to excel 

financially. Joy-infused feminine approaches (emphasizing boundaries and well-being) 

drive innovation (21.4% higher in diverse ownership) and long-term health. 

Implications for Senior Women Executives 

For VPs, C-suite and directors who have mastered high-stakes roles while masking 

vulnerability, joy offers a path to unmasking: shedding "shoulds" via mindful practices 

(e.g., wine as a metaphor for layered self-discovery) to unlock authentic, heart-led 

leadership. This radiates genuine presence, galvanizing teams and enhancing influence 

while reducing burnout. 

Mid-career "second-act" transitions shift from exhaustion to purpose, framed as 

opportunity rather than crisis (Henley, 2024). Joy broadens perspectives (Fredrickson), 

enabling portfolio careers blending influence with bliss. Surveys show 86% of senior 

women feel more ambitious now, with 92% energized by growth and many choosing 

bold moves for autonomy and flexibility. 
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Examples illustrate impact: Zappos' joy-focused culture drove engagement, low 

turnover and 31% higher productivity. BCG (2024) links workplace joy to 49% lower 

quitting risk and 50% attrition reduction via inclusive leadership, often modeled by 

high-EI women. 

Joy addresses the "Is this it?" dilemma, countering self-neglect (75% need a reset, 

Psychology Today 2025) and fueling redefined paths. Despite challenges like limited 

promotion support (McKinsey 2025), prioritizing joy through unmasking builds 

resilience, legacy and personal bliss - transforming leadership from obligatory to 

purposeful and elevating organizations in the process. 

The process from wearing the corporate mask to authentic, joyful leadership requires 

self-awareness, curiosity, a desire to shift into something more/better and the 

willingness to be vulnerable (at least with yourself). 
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Real-World Applications  

Real-world examples show joy's tangible power. Zappos, under Tony Hsieh, embedded 

happiness as a core value through fun, empowerment and weirdness - creating a 

culture where employees thrived in a resilient, collaborative environment that 

prioritized well-being over rigid hierarchy. This led to low turnover, high engagement 

and teams that were notably more productive. Women executives particularly 

benefited, contributing to and flourishing in this joy-infused setting. 

Similarly, Boston Consulting Group (BCG) research underscores the ROI: Employees 

who enjoy their work are 49% less likely to quit (BCG, 2024), directly aiding retention 

for senior women facing burnout risks. BCG's BLISS Index (2023) shows inclusive 

leadership (often exemplified by high-EI women) can cut attrition by 50%, fostering 

belonging, performance and 20–30% engagement gains that enable sustainable 

leadership. 

Navigating Second-Act Transitions  

Joy directly tackles the mid-career questions"Is this it? Is this all there is? Did I work this 

hard for this?"by building fulfillment beyond pure achievement. A 2025 Psychology 

Today article highlights that 75% of ambitious women need a joy/authenticity reset to 

counter self-neglect and burnout through heart-led practices. Post-pandemic, 86% of 

senior women report heightened ambition, with joy enabling redefined paths like 

portfolio careers that blend professional influence with personal bliss. 

Challenges persist: McKinsey's 2025 Women in the Workplace report notes women are 

6% less ambitious for promotions than men, often due to limited support. Yet 

prioritizing joy via unmasking equips senior women to overcome these barriers, leading 

with renewed resilience and purpose. 

In Essence  

For senior women executives, joy bridges masked success to authentic, high-impact 

leadership - unlocking greater influence, lasting legacy and genuine bliss amid second-
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act reinvention. Embracing it transforms individual lives and elevates entire 

organizations, making joy not just desirable but strategically essential in today's 

workplace. 

Practical Strategies for Executive Women 
 
Translating the science of joy into everyday leadership requires simple, sustainable 

actions that senior women executives can integrate into busy schedules. These 

strategies focus on building positive affect, resilience and authentic presence through 

sensory reconnection, emotional intelligence (EI) practices and reflective habits. 

Mindful sensory unmasking cultivates joy as a leadership superpower, helping women 

shed corporate masks and lead with serenity and purpose. 
 

Actionable Steps to Infuse Joy 
 
Mindful Sensory Experiences for Positive Affect  
Use quick, intentional sensory practices to quiet the mind and reconnect with the heart. 

For example, dedicate 5–10 minutes daily to a "wine ritual" - mindfully taste a glass of 

wine*, noticing layers of flavor as a metaphor for uncovering your authentic self. This 

practice broadens awareness and builds joy, aligning with broaden-and-build theory. 

Similarly, incorporate nature walks or nourishing meals - savor textures, scents and 

tastes to foster presence and reduce stress. These sensory gateways create immediate 

positive affect and support unmasking limiting beliefs. *If you’re not a wine drinker, try 

coffee or tea. 
 
Emotional Intelligence Exercises  

Leverage EI tools to amplify empathy, self-awareness and relational skills – all of which 

are strengths women leaders often bring naturally. Practice active listening in meetings 

- pause to reflect on others' emotions before responding, fostering trust and inclusive 

teams. Use daily self-reflection prompts (e.g., "What emotion am I carrying today, and 

how does it influence my decisions?") or seek 360-degree feedback to identify blind 

spots. Research from 2025 sources highlights EI as the top leadership skill, enabling 
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women to balance assertiveness with warmth, navigate double standards and create 

supportive environments that reduce burnout.  
 
Gratitude Practices  

Build resilience through consistent gratitude to shift from overwhelm to appreciation. 

Start a "joy journal" - each evening, note three leadership moments that sparked 

fulfillment or connection. Or practice "gratitude sharing" with your team - 

acknowledge contributions publicly to spread positive inspiration. These habits, 

supported by positive psychology, enhance well-being and engagement, countering 

mid-career fatigue. 
 
Community Building  

Foster connection through low-pressure groups, such as virtual ”Sip & Share“ sessions 

blending wine metaphors with peer discussions on unmasking and joy. This relational 

approach multiplies joy, creating supportive networks for second-act reinvention. 

 

Measurement: Tracking Joy’s ROI 
 
To ensure these strategies deliver value, track progress with practical, accessible tools. 

Self-Assessments: Try the “Discover Your Joy Score” as a baseline to measure shifts in 

serenity, fulfillment and authenticity. Engagement Surveys: Deploy short pulse surveys 

(e.g., monthly 5–10 questions on a Likert scale) to gauge team energy, burnout levels 

and positive affect, tracking metrics like engagement scores or "joy in work" sentiment. 

ROI Indicators: Monitor retention rates, productivity self-reports or turnover intentions. 

For personal ROI, log qualitative wins (e.g., reduced overwhelm, bolder decisions) 

alongside quantitative ones (e.g., team feedback improvements). These methods 

provide clear evidence of joy's impact, from individual bliss to organizational gains like 

higher engagement and lower attrition. 

 
By weaving these strategies into daily life, senior women executives can transform "Is 

this it?" into purposeful, joyful leadership. Start small: one ritual, one reflection, one 

connection and watch joy compound into lasting fulfillment and impact. Joy as a 
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lifestyle coaching offers the personalized guidance to make this shift sustainable and 

profound. To learn more, visit reinabach.com. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The evidence is clear: joy is far more than a personal luxury – it’s a strategic imperative 

for women leaders. By embracing joy as a sustainable state of positive affect and 

authentic presence, senior women executives can drive measurable business 

outcomes: higher team engagement, 31% greater productivity, reduced turnover, 

enhanced innovation and stronger financial performance, while cultivating deep 

personal fulfillment. For women in their second-act phase, joy serves as the powerful 

bridge from masked success and quiet exhaustion to heart-centered leadership that 

radiates influence, builds lasting legacies and restores a profound sense of purpose. In 

a world that still demands women navigate complex expectations, joy redefines 

success on feminine terms: resilient, relational, inclusive and deeply satisfying. 

 
As positive psychology continues to evolve, emerging trends point to even greater 

emphasis on well-being-integrated leadership models. Post-pandemic research 

increasingly highlights joy's role in building psychological safety, fostering 

multihyphenate career paths and supporting long-term executive retention - 

particularly for women who lead with emotional intelligence and authenticity. These 

developments affirm that joy-infused leadership is not only viable but essential for 

thriving in the years ahead. 

 
The invitation is simple and open to you now. Take the free “Discover Your Joy Score”  

on reinabach.com to discover where joy already lives in your leadership and life and 

where it is waiting to expand. Join a virtual ”Sip & Share“ session to experience 

mindful sensory unmasking in community with other senior women executives. Explore 

personalized coaching or upcoming workshops/retreats to step fully into your joy to 

lead with serenity, impact and true fulfillment. 
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You have already achieved so much. Now is the time to savor the life and legacy you 

were always meant to create. Joy is within reach - uncork it! 

 
Thank you for reading. I look forward to walking this path with you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Reina 
Reina Bach International 
 
  



 

www.ReinaBach.com February 2026 11 

References 
 
Arora, R., & Rangnekar, S. (2021). Positive leadership and employee engagement: The 
roles of state positive affect and individualism-collectivism. Psychology Research and 
Behavior Management, 14, 1313–1325. https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S315448 
Boston Consulting Group. (2024). Enjoying work matters more than you may realize. 
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2024/joy-at-work-matters-more-than-you-realize 
Chatterjee, S. (2024, March 6). The rise of feminine leadership: Redefining how we 
succeed and lead. Forbes. 
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbescoachescouncil/2024/03/06/the-rise-of-
feminine-leadership-redefining-how-we-succeed-and-lead 
Elsesser, K. (2025, December 9). Why women are losing ambition at work, according to 
a new Lean In report. Forbes. 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kimelsesser/2025/12/09/lean-in-report-the-real-reason-
women-are-losing-ambition-at-work 
Fredrickson, B. L. (2001). The role of positive emotions in positive psychology: The 
broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions. American Psychologist, 56(3), 218–226. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.56.3.218 
Goyal, R., & Kakabadse, N. (2025, November 11). Why women land top jobs in 
struggling organisations – they may just be better in a crisis. University of Reading 
Research Blog. https://research.reading.ac.uk/research-blog/2025/11/11/why-women-
land-top-jobs-in-struggling-organisations 
Krivkovich, A., Goldstein, D., & McConnell, M. (2025). Women in the Workplace 2025. 
McKinsey & Company. https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-
organizational-performance/our-insights/women-in-the-workplace 
LeanIn.Org & McKinsey & Company. (2025). Women in the Workplace 2025. 
https://womenintheworkplace.com/ 
Palumbo, J. (2025, December 29). What is slowly draining professional women and 
how to leave it in 2025. Forbes. 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jenniferpalumbo/2025/12/29/what-is-slowly-draining-
professional-women-and-how-to-leave-it-in-2025 
Rose, S., & Patterson, N. J. (2024, March 19). How do women in senior leadership really 
experience midlife: Can developmental coaching help navigate? Henley Business 
School. https://www.henley.ac.uk/news/2024/how-do-women-in-senior-leadership-
really-experience-midlife-can-developmental-coaching-help-navigate 



 

www.ReinaBach.com February 2026 12 

Schaeffer, K. (2025, March 12). The midlife shift from being led to leading. Psychology 
Today. https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-right-side-of-40/202503/the-
shift-in-midlife-from-being-led-to-leading 
Whitelaw, G. (2024, September 1). Why joy is a vital tool and signal for leaders. Forbes. 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ginnywhitelaw/2024/09/01/why-joy-is-a-vital-tool-and-
signal-for-leaders 
Zalis, S. (2025). Why the workplace isn't designed for women. LinkedIn. 
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/shelleyzalis_spoiler-its-not-women-its-the-design-
activity-7394808196286242816-Xvbp 
Zheng, X., Ni, D., Zhu, J., Song, H.-Y., Liu, X.-Y., & Johnson, R. E. (2023). Be creative as 
proactive? The impact of employee creativity on mini-organizational performance: a 
perspective of an interacting effect with psychological safety. Psychological Reports, 
126(1), 146-172. (Note: This is a representative entry for the 2011/2023 Review on 
Antecedents and Effects of Employees' Feelings of Joy on Innovative Behavior from 
International Journal of Quality and Service Sciences.) 
Bianchi, R., Truchot, D., Laurent, E., Brisson, R., & Schonfeld, I. S. (2014). Is burnout 
solely job-related? A critical comment. Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, 55(4), 357-
361. (Note: This is a representative entry for the 2012/Updated 2024 Citations on 
Employee Engagement and Leadership from Human Resource Development Review.) 
Boston Consulting Group. (2024). Joy as a Business Strategy? https://www.bcg.com/ 
(Note: Expanded citation for additional BCG content on joy.) 
Forbes. (2024). Want Business Success? Stop Overlooking Employee Happiness. 
https://www.forbes.com/ 
Forbes. (2020/2024 Update). The Business ROI of Creativity. https://www.forbes.com/ 
Forbes. (2020/2025 Citations). Does Your Boss Really Care About Your Happiness? 
https://www.forbes.com/ 
Forbes. (2023). (Note: Citation for mindset resets and abundance mindset in female 
executives.) 
Forbes. (2024). (Note: Citation for feminine leadership redefining success with joy.) 
Henley Business School. (2024). (Note: Citation for midlife senior women leaders' 
opportunities.) 
LinkedIn. (2024). Women in Leadership & Midlife Challenges: Flourishing in the Prime 
of Your Career. https://www.linkedin.com/ 
Psychology Today. (2025). Why Ambitious Women Burn Out: A Hidden Toll of Self-
Neglect. https://www.psychologytoday.com/ 
ResearchGate. (2020/2024 Review). Positive Leadership: Animating Purpose, Presence, 
Passion and Play for Flourishing in Schools. https://www.researchgate.net/ 



 

www.ReinaBach.com February 2026 13 

The Core Question. (2025). The Happiness Factor – Why Joyful Leaders Build Stronger 
Teams. (Note: Added for HBR and APA stats on productivity and stress.) 
 


