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uinn Emanuel prides 
itself as the thoughest 
law firm in the world,  
on your website you 
quote the 
characterization of the 
professional magazine 

«We are the 
900-pound 
gorilla.» 
Quinn Emanuel He founded the 
most aggressive law firm in the 
world: John Quinn on the 
litigious US and the advantages 
of Switzerland 
by DIRK SCHÜTZ 

"American Lawyer" 

about your firm: 

"Better, faster, tougher, scarier." 

When you write a letter to the other 

party, how much is the letterhead 

alone worth? 

It's worth something. We are the 900-

pound gorilla in the business of litigation, 

we have more than 900 lawyers. The 

phenomenon has even been described as 

the "Quinn Emanuel effect." 

What's that? 

It came from a client. He had a legal 

dispute for which no solution could be 

found. Then we got involved, and the 

other side immediately agreed to settle. 

That's when the client said, "That's the 

Quinn Emanuel effect. We then collected 

examples of similar cases and 

found more than 40 – cases resolved by 

writing an initial letter or just announcing 

we were on board. If you engage Quinn 

Emanuel, you send a message. 

And already saving money 

with this move? 

That's the point. We've grown from four 

to 900 lawyers without a merger. If we 

get a case settled quickly, the 

client remembers us. Then when they 

have another problem later, they come 

back. 

So for the first letter you can 

already charge much more in fees 

than your competitors. 

The magic often works, but 

unfortunately not always. It would be 

possible to have a business model 

where you say: If the dispute is 

resolved in one month - would you then 

pay more? We have already done this 

with some clients. Sometimes a case also 

has to be concluded within a certain 

period of time, which is then 

also attractive for us. 

Does this effect only take effect in the 

USA or in Europe, too? 

We are as well known in Europe as we 

are in the U.S., which surprises me. 

Law firms in Europe are more

in the media spotlight than in the US, 

especially London. That helps us. 

Although the litigation business is 

much more widespread in the US. 

The U.S. has a litigious legal culture, 

plaintiffs are given a lot of goodwill 

Company scare 
In 1986, John Quinn co-founded 

the law firm Quinn Emanuel in Los 

Angeles, which specializes in 

lawsuits against large companies. 

The 70-year-old Harvard graduate 

is also general counsel to the 

Academy of Motion Pictures Arts 

and Sciences, which hosts the 

Oscars. He represents Elon Musk, 

among others. In Switzerland, the 

firm has worked for the Sika 

family of owners and the Swiss 

Financial Market Supervisory 

Authority (Finma) on the CS 

espionage affair. 

also in comparison with the United 

Kingdom. Only Australia is comparable to 

the US in terms of disputes. 

Why do Americans love their 

litigation so much? 

In the US, any plaintiff can initiate a 

lawsuit for a fee of $100. There are also 

penalties for highly unjustified lawsuits. 

But it is all very simple. 

And in the German-speaking 

countries? 

Some time ago we had representatives of 

the German-American bar association 

visit us. In the United States we can 

make an interrogation, a defendant can 

be summoned to our office, with a 

court clerk and a video team, then we 

are allowed to question him. The 

United States is the only country where 

such a procedure is possible. If the 

other side thinks it's improper, they 

can take legal action against it. But in 

this case, it was undisputed, the 

defendant was the CEO of a major 

German media company. His statement 

was recorded on video. 
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THE FOUNDER 

IN THE ZURICH OFFICE 

«The economy is 
facing a downturn. We're 
already seeing 
an increase in 
bankruptcies.»

«I AM SURE THERE 

ARE MANY 

INCIDENTS IN 

SWITZERLAND THAT 

WOULD BE WORTH 

A LAWSUIT, BUT 

NEVER BECOME 

KNOWN.»

to proceed to a trial. That's crazy from our 

point of view. We file the case to get the 

evidence. The gold mine is always on the 

other side, the defendant's mail traffic. 

I don't have that information yet when I 

file the case. 

Is the system in Switzerland 

more inefficient as a result? 

I am sure that there are many incidents in 

civil law in Switzerland or Germany that 

would be worth a lawsuit. But they never 

reach the light of day. 

One could argue against this from 

a European perspective: The 

American system leads to an 

unnecessary flood of lawsuits. 

In the USA, hardly more than five percent 

of the cases filed end up in trial. Due to the 

extensive preliminary work, an out-of-

court settlement is the rule. We are a very 

individualistic country - best described in 

the early 19th century by Alexis de 

Tocqueville in his work "Democracy in 

America". People think of their own rights 

first. And they demand these rights. 

You operate in many jurisdictions. 

How can you expand? 

We are now active on the ground in eleven 

countries, with 30 offices. But the physical 

presence is no longer so important today. 

We have, for example, the strongest 

presence of any foreign law firm in South 

Korea, but we do not have a local office. 

We represent most of the large 

conglomerates there, but often the cases 

are in other countries. We don't have an 

office in Brazil either, but we get a lot of 

work from there. 

How much did the pandemic change 
your work?  -

I described this case to the German 

guests and they were perplexed and 

thought it was an invasion of privacy. That 

was completely incomprehensible to me. 

This means that the possibilities in the 

run-up to a court hearing are much 

more limited in Germany or  

Switzerland. 

Yes, there are no depositions, but 

there is also no right to obtain other 

essential information, for example e-

mails from the parties involved or 

text messages. In Switzerland 

or Germany, you have to get the evidence  
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SWITZERLAND STATE • What has remained: Our employees can 

work wherever they want, and we will 
keep it that way permanently. Our 
assets are the knowledge and experience 

of our employees, nothing else, and we 

must cultivate this treasure. Several 

times we have opened an office around 

a person, such as here in Switzerland 

with our representative Thomas Werlen, 

who was General Counsel at Novartis 

and whom we really wanted. We had a 

similar case in Chicago. The most 

important thing is always the right 

person.

It's your specialty to attack big 

companies. Your reputation precedes 
you and you scare corporates. On the 

other hand, you also want to win 

corporations as customers. How 

does that work together? 

This reputation stems from the fact that 20 

years ago we decided not to accept any of 

the big commercial banks as clients. 

Whether it's Goldman Sachs, HSBC, 

Deutsche Bank or Credit Suisse: We don't 

want them. We saw a gap in the market. 

All the big law firms compete for the 

business of these banks and will therefore 

never attack them. But there are often 

legitimate claims against these banks, and 

there was no one representing the 

plaintiffs at a high level and with the 

necessary resources. But away from the fi- 

nancial world, we're just a regular law 

firm: we represent General Mo- 

tors, Google, Qualcomm, Daimler, Tesla. 

So GM wouldn't sue you? 

Of course not, we have a 25-year 

relationship with them. But Ford? Sure. 

You founded the company in Los 

Angeles, which is where the 

headquarters are still located today. Is 

it an advantage to be in Los Angeles 

instead of New York? 

That is more due to historical reasons. We 

are very active in New York, which is 

clearly our largest office and the largest 

legal market in the most litigious city in 

the world. In California, we have the 

largest tech density in the world, there's a 

lot of business there as well. The stories 

that Silicon Valley is losing its importance 

are completely exaggerated. 

«SWITZERLAND 

IS UNIQUE IN 

EUROPE. DUBAI 

IS PERHAPS 

COMPARABLE 

AND THEN 

SINGAPORE.»

Ex-Novartis General Counsel Thomas 
Werlen set up the Zurich office. 

We are already seeing an increase in 

bankruptcies, and many legal cases are 

also resulting from this. 

How does the economic mood in the 

US compare to Europe? 

The economic signals in Europe are more 

negative. But recession fears are also 

strong in the USA. There are  

many prophecies of doom in our country 
as well. 
How important is 

Switzerland for Quinn 

You also represent Tesla founder Elon 

Musk - however, the lawsuit with 

Twitter was stopped, and Musk 

decided to go ahead with the 

acquisition after all. 

Yes, we avoided the spectacle. 

Is your business suffering as a result?  
Many people think that our business 

is cyclical and that we suffer during 

a recession. But that's not true. In 

good times, companies can afford to 

litigate, and in bad times, there are a 

lot of lawsuits. In other words, 

litigation is always a lucrative 

business. At the moment, the 

economy is facing a downturn. 

Emanuel? 

Very important. It is a phenomenon that 

this small country is home to so many 

global corporations. We already represent 

many of them, but would like to 

represent all of them. Switzerland is a 

gathering place in the heart of Europe - 

many international people meet here, 

there is also a lot of cross-border 

business. Dubai is perhaps 

comparable, then Singapore too. But 

in Europe it's unique. 

How big is Switzerland compared to 

other European countries? 

We have more than a hundred lawyers in 

London, which is by far our largest office 

in Europe. In Germany we have 25 

lawyers in five cities, and then there is 

Switzerland with 15 lawyers. We are 

bigger here than in Brussels. 

Which case are you 

particularly proud of? 

Phew, difficult... But: We represent 

Ukraine against Russia at the European 

Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. 

This is a pro bono case in which we invest 

a lot of time. 

And in Switzerland? 

We were very much involved in the US 

judicial proceedings against FIFA, and 

we changed the world of sport. 

Whether FIFA's image is better today, 

that's another question. 
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