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      “Human resources isn’t a cost — it’s the most valuable investment a company can make.”


    

    
      — Jack Welch, former CEO of General Electric
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  Foreword



At every board meeting, the discussion eventually turns to numbers — profit margins, cost ratios, return on investment.

But behind every number lies a human decision, a skill, a team, a culture.

At this point, Human Resources (HR) either becomes a strategic partner of the company or remains merely a reporting function.

This book teaches something rare: it helps HR professionals speak the language of CEOs — a concise, data-based, value-driven business language.

The goal is not to turn HR into a finance department, but simply to show that people-related decisions are just as important as financial ones — when viewed from the right perspective.

Through real examples, dashboards, and stories drawn from organizational life, Zee Raj bridges two worlds that often misunderstand each other: the world of empathy and the world of efficiency.

He proves that measuring human potential does not limit it — it reveals its impact.

If you, too, find it difficult to explain to a results-oriented CEO “what value” your work creates, this book will offer you a new vocabulary — one built on data, purpose, and strategic clarity.

Read this book as a guide. Apply it as a mindset.

And remember: when HR speaks the language of business, business starts to listen.

— ChatGPT







  Preface



It was many years ago. I had just been appointed as the HR Director in the banking sector. It was my first experience carrying the title of “Director” in my career.

During my first week on the job, I conducted a SWOT analysis and, based on its results, developed several HR projects. With enthusiasm and confidence, I presented these projects to the Bank’s CEO — explaining how my planned initiatives would positively impact the company’s performance.

The CEO listened to me patiently for an hour. When I finished my presentation, he calmly said:

“If you ever prepare such a long presentation again and fail to show the effectiveness of your projects for the company in numbers, I will not listen to you. Go and prepare again.”

To be honest, I was shocked. In my previous workplaces — in tourism, media, logistics, construction, and services — my projects had always been appreciated, and I had never received such a reaction.

At that moment, I thought perhaps the CEO didn’t like my ideas and wanted to let me know indirectly. I even considered resigning.

I shared the story with a colleague and friend — Orkhan — a director who had been with the bank for many years. He smiled and said:

“Zee, the CEO himself hired you. Why would he want to fire you? Your potential caught his attention — he even mentioned it to me. It means he believes in your ability. It’s just that you’ve never worked directly with a CEO before. Now you’re in a completely different structure. Moreover, your boss is someone with a financial mindset. CEOs are responsible for company results, and shareholders speak to them through numbers. Their workload is heavy, their time is limited, and their thoughts demand concise and concrete outcomes. You must learn to speak that language.”

I objected: “But HR is a human-centered field. How can I turn emotions, motivation, and culture into numbers?”

He replied: “Everything is possible. You just need to see it from a different perspective. Your HR results may not appear in financial reports, but that doesn’t mean you can’t express the value you create through numbers.”

That sentence changed my mindset. I began to research. Late at night, reading articles online, I discovered that specialists in the U.S. and Europe had long tried to include HR results in financial reports — but they hadn’t fully succeeded. Still, Orkhan’s words kept echoing in my mind:

“The key was not the report — it was the language. The language of finance.”

During my research, I even came across data showing that 30–40% of CEOs worldwide come from financial backgrounds, while most of the rest come from sales.

That became an important lesson for me: to work effectively with a CEO, one must understand both the language of finance and the language of sales.

Digital Parallels Between CEO and HR Thinking: From Strategy to Synergy

In today’s business environment, the biggest difference between the mindsets of CEOs and HR leaders lies in the level of digital thinking.

CEOs, by nature and by function, are forced to think digitally — because their responsibility covers the entire system: revenue, costs, market share, productivity, and performance indicators.

For a CEO, “success” is always defined by measurable results.

That’s why a CEO also looks at the human factor through a quantitative lens:


	employee value = productivity,

	motivation = turnover rate,

	development = ROI or performance growth.




The Digitalization of HR – The Road to Strategic Partnership

If HR adopts the same “digital perspective,” strategic synergy with the CEO emerges.

At that point, HR ceases to be merely a “people function” and becomes a business unit that creates value through numbers.

For example:


	Instead of saying, “We ran a motivation program,” say → “Employee turnover dropped from 18% to 11%.”

	Instead of saying, “We conducted training,” say → “Post-training productivity increased by 9%.”

	Instead of saying, “We implemented an HR system,” say → “Thanks to the new system, costs decreased by 5% and decision-making speed increased by 20%.”




When this happens, the CEO sees HR as an equal strategic partner, because both sides speak the same language — the language of numbers and results.

Conclusion

From that day forward, my entire view of HR changed.

I realized that the secret to working successfully with a CEO is to think in numbers.

This wasn’t about mastering financial indicators alone — it was about connecting HR activities with business outcomes.

In the years that followed, this approach became a turning point in my career. I began working with CEOs who didn’t initially prioritize HR.

But when I spoke to them with numbers, I always captured their attention — because numbers outweighed emotion; they were the CEO’s language.

That is precisely the purpose of this book:

To help HR professionals get closer to the CEO’s way of thinking, express their work in the language of business, and transform human potential into strategic value.

This is not merely a book about HR — it is an attempt to build a bridge between the CEO’s vision and HR strategy.

Because strategic HR thinking is not limited to procedures and reports — it is the ability to turn people into purpose and purpose into value.


“The CEO’s vision is the direction. HR strategy is the road that leads there.”











  
  
  Introduction

  
  




It was the year 2007.

At Azersun Holding, we were working on strategic HR projects with Bulent Hurgel, a senior HR business consultant from Turkey.

Mr. Bulent was a seasoned professional — already retired, but one of those rare HR minds who carried both wisdom and discipline. The late founder and CEO of Azersun Holding, Mr. Abdolbari Gozal, had invited him to establish the company’s HR systems. He had already completed his projects in the food division and had moved on to the non-food businesses, where I began working with him.

That was where I truly learned HR — not only technically, but philosophically.

From Mr. Bulent, I learned as much about life as about leadership, people, and management.

One day, he gave me a book from his personal library. It was in Turkish — a thick volume on strategic human resources management. I still have it on my bookshelf. When he handed it to me, he said something I would never forget:


“Read it, but don’t try to apply everything you read. Many of these concepts may not yet work in Azerbaijan, because companies and the economy are not mature enough for such models. Be informed — but don’t rush to implement. Otherwise, you might be disappointed.”




At the time, I did not fully understand what he meant.

As I read through the book, I tried to catch the nuances he was referring to. When I finished it, I kept asking myself: “What could possibly be inapplicable here?”

Everything seemed logical, universal — things that could be implemented anywhere.

Years passed. As my experience in HR deepened, I began to understand what Bulent meant. You can build a system, yes — but sometimes you don’t see any real business impact. Sometimes the system collapses after you leave. And you begin to ask, why?

You join new companies and realize that the HR director before you had built many systems, yet none of them truly work. Over time, you start finding the answers. You stop trying to “do everything” and start doing only what matters.

Because experience gives you sight. You can now see when a project makes no sense — when the company, leadership, culture, or even the economy is simply not ready.

In such cases, continuing with a simplified or basic version of a system is actually the most effective path.

Ultimately, everything depends on the CEO’s level of maturity.

The CEO sees the economy, understands the limits of resources, and if you can explain your case clearly, he will show you the most realistic path forward.

That is why the most crucial success factor for HR is learning to progress together with the CEO.

Most CEOs want to learn — HR just needs to help them understand and move together. But progress must happen within the CEO’s accepted framework — within the limits of the resources allocated.

Otherwise, the systems we build remain half-finished, misunderstood, and ineffective.

For years, one of the main challenges in the Azerbaijani corporate environment has been this:

CEOs often complain that HR leaders are not result-oriented and fail to present measurable, data-driven outcomes.

To be fair, compared to Western practice, our HR professionals still have room to grow in this area.

However, CEOs themselves have played a big role in this gap.

Because many executives did not fully understand the value HR could bring — largely due to a lack of managerial and business literacy — they neither empowered HR to enter the core of business decisions nor created the right incentives for it. As a result, HR departments tried to be useful by running administrative or internal activities without linking them to financial outcomes.

In other words, the root of the problem is mutual.

CEOs do not understand HR; HR does not understand business.

That’s where communication breaks down.

When HR professionals learn to speak the language of business, CEOs will finally see that HR is not a soft, supportive function — it is the most critical and value-creating discipline, even more essential than sales or finance.

This book was written precisely to address that need —

to bridge the gap between HR and the CEO agenda,

and to help both sides develop stronger competence in HR Finance and value-based decision-making.




Zee Raj

HR Business Doctor






I

CEO Vision and the HR–Finance Connection


Behind every number stands a person, and before every ordinary person stands the value they strive to create.

A person becomes truly fulfilled when they can both create value and make it visible.

For the CEO, finance is the language of results;

for HR, it is the art of communication — the effort to speak the same language in pursuit of successful outcomes.

True strategic synergy is born when these two perspectives move closer together.

The closer they are — the stronger the synergy.
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  Finance — The Language of the Company

  
  




After my conversation with Orkhan, it felt as if the fog had lifted.

He hadn’t just given me advice — he had changed my entire perspective.

I reworked my presentation.

This time, not 15 slides — only 5.

And this time, with numbers.

Admittedly, they were still primitive — no real calculations yet, just rough estimates based on my assumptions.

But by then, I had already realized one thing: without expressing an idea in numbers, no concept truly connects in a CEO’s mind.

A few days later, it was time for the presentation.

I hadn’t expected it, but the CEO had scheduled my session right in the middle of the Board meeting.

It was clear — he was both testing and developing me.

I could feel it, and I appreciated it.

The most important thing was to understand him — to think on the same frequency.

My presentation lasted only 15 minutes.

When I finished, the CEO looked around the room and asked:

— “Any questions for the HR Director?”

Elnur, the Board member responsible for commercial and marketing divisions, smiled and said:

— “It’s refreshing to see such a concise and purposeful presentation in a short time. It’s clear that the HR Director has developed these projects with an understanding of the company’s objectives. My recommendation is to share this presentation with the other directors as well. Many of these projects intersect with marketing and commercial interests. Let’s support each other and grow together.”

Then Zakir, the Board member overseeing finance and IT, added:

— “I really liked how you spoke through numbers. Even though the calculations are still approximate, the direction is right. My advice: enroll in a finance course for non-financial managers. It will give you stronger arguments in your future presentations. I can see you have a talent for thinking in numbers.”

Finally, the CEO turned to me and, in a calm but mentor-like tone, said:

— “You know, Zee, finance is not just accounting. Finance is the language of the company.

If a CEO doesn’t understand this language, he can’t keep the company’s health under control.

Just as you can’t evaluate a person’s health without analysis, you can’t understand a company’s condition without a balance sheet, profit and loss statement, or cash flow report.

When I look at those numbers, I decide: ‘Is the company breathing — or suffocating?’

Finance, for me, is not just calculation — it’s the language that speaks of the company’s health, performance, and future.

Every decision — whether it’s product, HR, or marketing — is read and evaluated in this language.

That’s why, in my view, every manat spent is either an investment or a loss.

As an HR Director, you must learn this language. Because the CEO’s language is not ideas — it’s numbers.

When your HR initiatives are presented not as ‘good ideas’ but as value expressed in numbers, that’s when you’ve reached the strategic level.”

As I listened to those words, I felt a strange calm within me.

The confusion from my first presentation had given way to clarity.

I now understood — he wasn’t criticizing me; he was pushing me forward through development.

When the conversation ended, there was a brief silence.

Then he looked at me, smiled, and said:

— “That was a successful presentation, Zee. Keep moving in this direction.”

I thanked him — and the entire Board.

Their criticism carried no pressure, only the desire to see growth.

As I walked out of the room, one thought echoed in my mind:

“If the CEO’s language is numbers, I will learn to speak it fluently.”

And that decision became the turning point of my professional life.








  
  2

  
  
  Finance — The Mirror of Decision Outcomes

  
  




As soon as I left the Board meeting, I went straight to the Finance Director, Sarvan. Zakir’s words — “a finance course for non-financial managers” — kept echoing in my head.

I said to Sarvan:

— “They say there’s such a course. Do you think it could really help me?”

Honestly, I was thinking to myself that everything could probably be learned just by doing the job.

But Sarvan smiled and said:

— “It’s possible, but finance is one of those fields that you can’t learn just by looking at numbers — you learn by understanding them. I can help you with some calculations, but attending a course will give you a completely new perspective. In those courses, you work on business cases together with people who aren’t financiers. Ideas collide, and understanding forms. It will greatly strengthen your HR perspective.”

As he spoke, I began to realize that my idea of “the financial language of HR” was starting to deepen.

Finance wasn’t merely a set of numbers — it was the mirror of decision outcomes.

For a CEO, a financial report isn’t just an archival document — it’s a reflection of past decisions.

Every strategy, every HR initiative leaves its trace in the balance sheet, profit and loss statement (P&L), and cash flow.

When the CEO looks at these documents, he always asks the same question:


“Did this decision generate profit, or did it just create expense?”




For example, HR proposes a new training program.

The CEO immediately thinks:


“What will be the ROI (Return on Investment) of this program?

How will it impact sales and productivity?

Will it reduce employee turnover?”




What interests the CEO isn’t the format of the training — it’s whether the results can be measured.

That’s why CEOs don’t see finance as just a collection of numbers; to them, those numbers are indicators of decision value.

Finance is the mirror of every decision’s outcome.

HR professionals must learn to anticipate how their decisions will appear in that mirror.

Because only then do HR initiatives find their place within the company’s real performance system — and HR becomes, in the CEO’s eyes, a true strategic partner.
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  Finance — The Unit of Measure for Risk and Opportunity

  
  




At every opportunity, I tried to deepen my knowledge of finance with our Finance Director, Sarvan.

During lunch the next day, a sentence he said caught my attention.

Sarvan:

— “Every opportunity looks good, but not every opportunity brings profit. Remember that. Our CEO often says similar things. When you present your projects as opportunities, make sure to show their profitability side by side.”

Zee:

— “Yesterday you said something else that struck me: ‘Does this decision generate profit, or does it create cost?’ It seems CEOs automatically evaluate every idea. And today’s phrase is interesting too — I’ll probably remember it for a long time.”

Sarvan:

— “Yes, those two ideas complement each other. Let me explain a bit more.

A CEO’s main task is to find the right balance between risk and opportunity.

And finance is the unit of measure for that balance.”

Sarvan continued:

— “From a CEO’s point of view:

‘Every opportunity looks attractive, but not every opportunity generates profit.’

For example, let’s say the company decides: ‘Let’s open a new branch.’

From your HR perspective, this means new jobs, new teams, new motivations.

But the CEO immediately thinks differently:

‘If the investment for this branch is 1 million AZN, will that money return within three years?

Or would it be more efficient to invest the same amount in digitalization and automation?’”

Zee:

— “So, he doesn’t look at the opportunity — he looks at the outcome…”

Sarvan:

— “Exactly. The CEO evaluates the decision using indicators like Payback Period, ROI (Return on Investment), and Cash Flow Projection.

Finance is both his compass and his thermometer — it shows the direction of a decision and measures its temperature.”

Zee:

— “Interesting… So HR should also evaluate its initiatives through this same lens.”

Sarvan:

— “Of course. An HR leader should ask the same questions about their projects:

‘What is the financial risk of this decision?’

‘What kind of return could this initiative bring to the company?’

Because a strategic plan without financial thinking is just an intention.

The more HR adopts this unit of measure, the more it begins to think within the same coordinate system as the CEO — and learns to present its initiatives not merely as opportunities, but as real value.”
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  Finance — The Translator of Strategic Vision

  
  




After lunch, Sarvan and I went for a walk toward Sahil Park nearby. The autumn air was mild, but the conversation turned to a weighty topic.

Sarvan:

— “You know, our CEO expects this kind of mindset from every new leader. Whoever manages to transform themselves stays in the system. Whoever can’t — doesn’t last long.”

He paused for a moment, then smiled and added:

— “Once, a new marketing director joined our bank. At his first reporting meeting, the CEO told him: ‘Strategy shouldn’t appear on paper — it should appear in numbers.’

The director objected: ‘I build the strategy; the finance team should calculate the numbers.’

The discussion got heated, but the result was the same — he didn’t last long. Because for our CEO, that principle is non-negotiable.”

Zee:

— “That’s an interesting approach… but could you explain a bit more? What did the CEO actually mean by that?”

Sarvan:

— “It’s actually simple — but deep.

A CEO has one mission: to turn vision into reality.

But vision isn’t just motivation — it’s a result measured by numbers.

That’s why, for a CEO, finance is the translator of strategy.

For example, the company says: ‘We want to increase market share.’

The CEO interprets it as:

‘Sales growth + revenue growth + rise in net profit.’

Or HR says: ‘We are investing in human capital.’

For the CEO, that translates to:

‘Higher productivity, lower employee turnover, and ultimately improved EBITDA.’

Zee:

— “So the meaning of a strategic goal is complete for the CEO only when it’s translated into numbers…”

Sarvan:

— “Exactly. That’s the CEO’s language — the transformation of strategic intent into financial outcome.

When an HR professional understands this language, they no longer sit at the CEO’s table as a subordinate, but as a strategic partner.”

A few seconds of silence followed.

I looked past the trees in the park toward the sea and thought:


“So the value of strategy lies not in words, but in how it appears in numbers.”




From that moment on, understanding the CEO’s perspective was no longer a goal for me — it became a direction.
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  Lesson for HR: Speak the Language of the CEO

  
  




After our walk in Sahil Park, I couldn’t get my conversation with Sarvan out of my head.

Back at the office, I went into my room, looked out the window at the city, and began talking to myself.

Zee (to himself):

— “HR professionals usually talk about people, emotions, and culture…

But CEOs think in terms of cost, profit, and capital efficiency.

In truth, both sides care about the company’s future — their goals are the same, only their languages differ.

A common language must be found.

Sarvan is right. He’s more experienced in this area than I am.

I need to take his words seriously and strengthen the areas where I need growth — quickly.

Otherwise… my fate could be like that marketing director’s.”

I smiled for a moment.

In reality, these two languages, though they sound different, intersect at one point: value creation.

I realized that the most important skill for HR is to explain their initiatives in the language a CEO understands.

Instead of saying:


“This training program will impact 20 employees,”

say:

“This training will increase productivity by 12%, with an ROI of 1.8.”




Instead of saying:


“Let’s implement a new motivation system,”

say:

“This system will reduce turnover by 3% and generate annual savings of 45,000 AZN.”




All these examples were things Sarvan had once said.

Now I was repeating them aloud, as if reaffirming them to myself:


“This is the language of the CEO.”




Then, in my mind, I could almost hear Sarvan’s voice again:


“As HR professionals master this language, the CEO no longer sees them as a cost center, but as owners of a value-creating function.

From that moment on, HR stops being just a support unit and becomes a business partner.”




I smiled quietly in the silence.

And a calm voice inside me said:


“Yes, the day you learn this language, you’re no longer just HR — you’re a strategic partner.”
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  Business Case: The Value of Turnover

  
  




While thinking about how HR could speak the same language as the CEO, I suddenly remembered the presentation I once gave to the Board of Directors.

In that presentation, I had said that the projects I planned to implement would reduce employee turnover from 20% to 18% within a year.

At that time, I believed it was a solid achievement.

But now I realize — something was missing from that presentation.

I hadn’t shown the financial value of that 2% difference.

Interestingly, no one at the meeting asked me for that number.

Now I understand — they didn’t ask because they could see I lacked that level of financial experience.

They simply chose to guide me in the right direction — without discouraging me.

That’s why Zakir suggested the “finance for non-financials” course, and why Sarvan supported me afterward.

Now everything was much clearer.

If finance was “the language of the company” for the CEO, then I had started learning to speak that language.

I picked up a marker and walked toward the whiteboard.

I thought to myself:


“So, when an employee leaves, it’s not just a human loss — it’s a financial loss for the company.

If I can calculate it, I can also show the real value of a 2% reduction in turnover.”




Then I started working with hypothetical numbers:


	
Replacement cost per employee: 2,000 AZN

	
Total employees: 500




Calculation:

500 × 20% × 2,000 = 200,000 AZN

I looked at the board and smiled slightly:


“So, through these projects, I’m actually creating a value of 200,000 AZN.”




Then I paused and asked myself a deeper question:


“What exactly makes up that 2,000 AZN? What does the company invest until a new employee becomes fully productive?”




As I thought, the whole picture became clear — recruitment, training, adaptation period, mentor support, three months’ salary, administrative costs, insurance, time lost…

Behind each of these was real money, real time, real energy.

* * *

That’s why CEOs don’t see this as an emotional issue — they see it through a financial lens.
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