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Stearns is the youngest fe-
male equity partner at Orange 
County’s largest fi rm. She said 
she’s proud of her ability to advo-
cate effectively while maintaining 
a positive relationship with op-
posing counsel. That skill came 
in handy when she defended a 
large restaurant chain against 
three wage and hour class actions 
between 2011 and 2015 one class 
of more than 20,000 employees. 
“I view litigation as a problem 
that needs to be solved,” she said. 
“I went to opposing counsel’s 
offi ce and told him I wanted to 
show him all the facets of compli-
ance my client had achieved over 
the years.”

“I told him I knew this was 
unusual, I wasn’t asking him to 
respond, just to please listen and 
he could validate everything I 
was saying later.” Stearns then 
invited the opposition’s expert 
to her offi ce to see all the data 
that would be available in class 
certifi cation hearings, including 
timecards and payroll records. 
Using a data analyst, she deliv-
ered a presentation laying out 
the reasons the case would not 
be certifi ed. She took the fur-
ther rare step of presenting the 
client’s in-house counsel for the 
person most qualifi ed deposition, 
confi dent that privilege issues 
could be managed.

“She’d never been deposed 
before, but I convinced her to do 
it,” Stearns said. “We took a little 
leap and it worked out fabulously. 
The other side asked appropriate 
questions. I never once had to 
advise the house counsel not to 
answer.”

Feeling the plaintiffs’ lawyer 
had all he would need, Stearns 
had what she called “a non-hos-
tile and productive session” dur-
ing which she convinced him his 
case wasn’t going to fl y the way 
he’d thought it would. “After that, 
he saw a signifi cant risk of not 
being certifi ed and he wanted 
to talk settlement seriously,” she 
said. 

Without a mediator, the par-
ties negotiated a $500,000 cash 
settlement plus $500,000 worth 
of restaurant vouchers for class 
members.

“Why pay a million?” Stearns 
asked. “Remember, only half was 
cash. It let the company move 
on. It wasn’t this client’s fi rst 
wage and hour rodeo, but they 
had learned their lessons over 
the years. I brought them along 
to the point where they had a 
97 percent compliance rate—as 
evaluated by the opponent’s ex-
pert. It was nice to be able to do 
my job and let opposing counsel 
do his, all in a civil manner.”

— John Roemer

Reprinted with permission from the Daily Journal. © 2016 Daily Journal Corporation. All Rights Reserved. 

TOPWOMEN
L A W Y E R SMaria Z. Stearns

Rutan & 
Tucker LLP
Costa Mesa

Practice Type:
Employment and labor law



CONGRATULATES OUR PARTNER 

MARIA STEARNS  
EMPLOYMENT AND LABOR LAW

FOR BEING RECOGNIZED AS ONE OF THE 
DAILY JOURNAL’S TOP WOMEN LAWYERS 
FOR AN IMPRESSIVE

THIRD YEAR IN A ROW!

611 Anton Blvd., Suite 1400, Costa Mesa, California 92626-1931
3000 El Camino Real, Suite 200, Palo Alto, California 94306-9814

w w w . r u t a n . c o m


