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Bret Johnsen
Uses His CPA Skills  

to Help SpaceX  
Reach the Stars
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Finding out CalCPA had a member serving as CFO to one  
of the hottest and most-talked about companies, SpaceX,  
was an opportunity we couldn’t pass up. We took the 
opportunity to talk to Johnsen about his career in high-tech 
industries, how being a CPA has served him over the years, 
what Elon Musk is like and what we can expect next from a 
privatized space industry. 

When did accounting become a part of your life?  
Why did you decide to become 
a CPA? 
I started off as a business major 
in college, but switched to 
accounting after taking my first 
accounting course. I was attracted 
to the strong job prospects that 
accounting majors garnered and 
felt that accounting represented 
the fundamental language of 
business that would benefit me the 

rest of my career.
Becoming a CPA was a 

natural progression for me as an 
accounting major in undergrad at 
USC. I remember being impressed 
by the quality of the industry 
representatives I met at the big 
“meet the firms” events, and I 
quickly decided to further pursue 
my accounting professional life in 
public accounting at one of the, at 
the time, big six firms.

Which route through  
the education/accounting 
profession pipeline did  
you take?
I went straight from undergrad into 

public accounting and was an auditor at Coopers and Lybrand 
where I was able to get my hours and pass the Uniform 
CPA Examination. I became a certified public accountant in 
California a few years after I started working.

How has the CPA license prepared you for the CFO role 
at SpaceX? 
The knowledge I gained as an accounting major and as a CPA 
has been critical to me throughout my career and is definitely an 
expertise I utilize on a regular basis as a CFO.

Are there core professional areas you are now using in 
the wheelhouse of the CPA license that relate to your 
CFO role at SpaceX? 
I still lean on a number of areas that I learned through my 
CPA training and background on a regular basis as a CFO. 
Whether it’s a technical accounting discussion with my 
financial reporting team and auditors, or a cost accounting 
review with my operational team, it’s a topic that is important 
to my daily activities.

How did your career arc so that your path landed at 
SpaceX? 

I feel very blessed to have had the opportunity to be a part of 
three of the most successful stories in the Southern California 
technology industry over the last few decades at Qualcomm, 
Broadcom and SpaceX; and all of them at the time while they 
were still led by their founders. 

Once I decided to leave public accounting, I quickly 
gravitated toward the high-tech industry, as I enjoyed the fast-
paced, intense culture that it brought. I spent much of my career 
in semiconductors and software before coming to SpaceX. 

I was a public company CFO for a local semiconductor 
company when I received a call from a board member at 
SpaceX who talked me into visiting the rocket factory for an 
interview. I was thoroughly impressed by the technology and 
the team, and I quickly understood that SpaceX is a technology 
company that happens to be in aerospace. It felt like a natural 
fit and an opportunity I couldn’t pass up. 

What don’t most people understans about the 
privatized space industry?
The privatization of space and the space industry is in the early 
stages and I believe will continue to be a very exciting industry 
and area of growth well beyond my lifetime. The space industry 
is like many other industries in that there are many players, but 
I think what people don’t understand is how closely U.S. space 

companies work with NASA, which is actually one of SpaceX’s 
biggest customers. This year we launched NASA astronauts to 
the International Space Station twice!

It’s been said SpaceX’s ventures develop a space 
economy that can have a profound impact on our 
economy (space tourism, high-tech jobs, material 
development, research, national security). What do you 
think that financial impact encompasses? 
The financial impact in the local community and in the 
economy at large of space jobs and space activities is 
significant. It’s much more than just the jobs created by  
the company itself, but also the significant amount of  
ancillary benefit to the surrounding area derived through our 
customers, contract manufacturers and suppliers. It’s critical 
to maintain a leadership position in a vital, growing industry 
like space that has such an impact on our daily lives through 
a number of different aspects. People often forget the large 
number of touch points that space has with our daily lives 
through applications in internet connectivity, broadcast TV, 
GPS location services or imagery. The future also looks even 
brighter with significant impacts still to come in areas such as 
space tourism and space exploration.

SpaceX has a niche market model, with a specialized 
customer segment (public and private organizations 
that want to transport items to space). What’s your 
next, big market segment?
SpaceX is not only the No. 1 market share leader in the 
world in launch services for customers ranging from the U.S. 
government to the leading commercial satellite operators in the 
world, but also we’re now moving into an even larger market 
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Taking Flightfor satellite broadband communications with our Starlink 
business. Starlink enables us to help bridge the “digital divide” 
by delivering high-speed, low-latency broadband connectivity 
to customers all over the world through a constellation of low 
Earth orbit satellites. It has really expanded the mission of 
the company. SpaceX has always been a very mission-driven 
company with the goal of making mankind interplanetary. 
Now, Starlink has given us the opportunity to enhance that 
mission further right here on Earth, by enabling us to bring 
the three billion people on the planet that don’t have internet 
connectivity today into the digital age.

Reusable rockets aside, you must be a capex- 
intensive business. How much does SpaceX spend 
on insuring cargo for these expensive, time intensive, 
one-off events?
SpaceX is a very capital-intensive business. Reliability is 
always our first focus. Significant amounts of our capital 
expenditures each year are deployed in ways that maintain our 
product reliability and enhance our product offering.

In your opinion, does market regulation inhibit 
innovation? 
I think there’s always a balance between regulation and 

innovation. It’s critical to maintain the right balance.

It’s no secret doing business in California is not  
cheap. Does California need to do more to encourage 
the development and success of scientific and 
technology companies?
I think it’s important for California to maintain its leadership 
position in innovation in many industries including technology 
and space.

What’s it like to work with Elon Musk? What were you 
first impressions of him before deciding to work there?
When I came in to meet Elon and the SpaceX team, I was so 
impressed that I remember calling my wife on the drive back 
home that night (we were living in San Diego at the time) 
and telling her that we were moving back to L.A. because 
I was sold on the opportunity and the team that Elon had 
assembled at SpaceX.

Working with Elon has been such an incredible opportunity 
for me. He definitely always keeps me on my toes, but I really 
enjoy the challenge. It’s rewarding to be a part of a mission you 
feel passionate about. Elon has done an incredible job of not 
only laying out the vision for the company, but also establishing 
a mission-driven culture that focuses on constant improvement 

and innovation. That really allows me to focus my attention on 
driving our execution and operational efficiencies.

What advice do you have for a newly minted CPA, or a 
student considering becoming a CPA? Why should they 
consider an accounting career and pursuing a  
CPA license?
I think going into accounting is a fantastic place to start, even if 
you’re just not sure where your career will end up in the longer 
term. You learn a ton at a very quick pace and get exposure to 
a lot of different companies by going into public accounting 
specifically, and earning your CPA. 

That was certainly a great place for me to get exposure 
to different industries, unique experiences and different 
management teams at a young age. I really appreciate and look 
back fondly on those first few years of my career.

Any guidance for those who might be thinking of 
entering industry rather than the traditional tax or  
audit route?
I think going directly into industry is also a great path, 
which really wasn’t clear to me back when I graduated as an 
undergrad accounting major. It felt like the obvious path was 
to go straight into public accounting, audit or tax. I do think if 

you get the opportunity to go straight into a dynamic, growing 
company as your first stop, as long as you feel like you’re 
working with a team you can learn from and hone your skills, 
that certainly is another great path to start your career.

What are your biggest lessons learned during your 
accounting career?
I would say my public accounting career taught me very quickly 
that strong business communications skills were essential for 
success in my future endeavors. I appreciated the training and 
coaching I received in those early years, and even remember 
one of my managers joining me in the local Toastmasters group 
to work together on our public speaking skills.

Favorite space movie or book?
In my generation and certainly at SpaceX, there’s either the 
“Star Wars” camp or the “Star Trek” camp. I was always more 
of a “Star Wars” kid, myself.

Any interest in going up in space?
Absolutely! I think that’s the new frontier and I’m looking 
forward to the opportunity to go to space. I don’t know that I 
need to go to Mars, as that is a little too long of a trip for me, 
but I am excited about going into space.

I think there’s always a balance   between regulation and innovation. It’s critical to maintain the right balance.


