
Custom Publishing Supplement to The National Law Journal

PLAINTIFFS’ LAWYERS
WINNER’S NAME HERE   |   COMPANY NAME

THE NATIONAL LAW JOURNAL2019

PLAINTIFFS’ LAWYERS
WINNER’S NAME HERE   |   COMPANY NAME

THE NATIONAL LAW JOURNAL2019

PLAINTIFFS’ LAWYERS
WINNER’S NAME HERE   |   COMPANY NAME

THE NATIONAL LAW JOURNAL2019



Shawn A. Williams
Partner

Robbins Geller Rudman & Dowd LLP
email: shawnw@rgrdlaw.com

phone number: (415) 288-4545
Fax number: (415) 288-4534

 Shawn Williams didn’t grow up wanting to be a plaintiffs’ lawyer, “but it 
just developed that way.” He worked for five years as an assistant district attorney in the Man-
hattan district attorney’s office, where he tried more than 20 cases to jury and led white-collar 
fraud grand jury investigations. “I had a friend who was doing plaintiffs’ securities work, and we would talk a lot about it. It 
seemed like something I could get interested in, and I felt it was the right side of the law. It’s similar to being a prosecutor, but 
on the civil side.” 

 Williams joined the firm in 2000 and is now a partner in the San Francisco office and a member of the man-
agement committee. “Our firm primarily handles securities cases, and they all tend to allege facts under the Security Act of 1933 
and Securities Exchange Act of 1934. The firm has prosecuted big cases against big financial firms, and I have handled many of 
them. Many have resulted in hundreds of millions of dollars for investors. We continue to break new ground as a team, and the 
vigilance by which we go about prosecuting these cases, especially considering we do the work on a contingency basis, is out-
standing.”

In December, Williams led a team that reached a $75 million settlement agreement with Alibaba Group Holdings in a securities 
class action. If approved, the settlement will resolve investors’ claims over allegedly false statements and omissions made in fil-
ings for the company’s September 2014 initial public offering. By granting preliminary approval in January 2019, the court found 
the settlement to be “fair, reasonable, and adequate.” A final approval hearing for the settlement is scheduled for May 17, 2019. 

In another victory for Williams and his clients, last December Judge Michael J. Davis of the District of Minnesota granted 
final approval of a $43 million cash settlement in West Virginia Pipe Trades Health & Welfare Fund, et al. v. Medtronic, Inc. 
Williams, his team and co-lead counsel litigated the case for more than five years. The team obtained extensive discovery, 
achieved certification of the class, successfully appealed the district court’s summary judgment decision in the Court of Ap-
peals for the Eighth Circuit and then defeated defendants’ renewed motion for summary judgment. 

His current matters include serving as co-lead counsel in a case against Facebook, which was brought under the Illinois Bio-
metric Privacy Act, which prohibits the collection and use of biometric data without permission. “The case blends law and tech-
nology and will have an enormous impact on consumers going forward. The questions are around biometric data and how it can 
be collected, used and safeguarded. These cases are burgeoning all over the country, though Illinois is the only state that has an 
effective statute. If your facial image gets stolen, we haven’t figured out how to fix that. You can’t just change it like your credit 
card number. But when the lawsuits arise, such as cases like this where Facebook allegedly collected faceprints without permis-
sion, there is a question on whether you can sue for that even if you haven’t been harmed and they haven’t lost your face data. 
The courts are grappling with this.” Currently, the case is in the courts to determine if the class has Article III standing in federal 
court. “The case has tested me as a lawyer in terms of whether the law can keep up with technology in a way that will be effective 
for consumers. It’s developing so fast, no one knows where it is heading.””

 How law and technology reconcile will be one of the biggest challenges over the next 
decade. “And it’s unpredictable. More states will likely attempt to regulate social media companies, the vast amount of data 
they collect, how that data can be used, whether it can be sold and whether consumers should participate in the profits.”
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 Patrick Coughlin was an assistant U.S. attorney in the District of Columbia 
and the Southern District of California, handling complex white-collar fraud matters. “I was 
trying a murder-for-hire case under a new federal statute in San Diego. A partner at Milberg 
Weiss knew the victim. She said, ‘If you are ever going to go into private practice, why not interview at our place.’ They needed 
a trial lawyer and, since I had been an assistant U.S. attorney, it seemed a lot more interesting to me to be suing big corpo-
rations for fraud, rather than construction defect defense or something else. I had two cases in the first year—one versus 
Nationwide and one against Apple.” 

 Coughlin has been lead counsel for several major securities matters since then. “I handled the largest secu-
rities recovery class action on behalf of the University of California Regents in the Enron case. We recovered $7.2 billion for the 
class.”

Coughlin  is also currently representing merchants in In re Payment Card Interchange Fee and Merchant Discount, in which a 
settlement of up to $6.26 billion was recently preliminarily approved by the Eastern District of New York. Thought to be the larg-
est antitrust class action in history, the case charges Visa, MasterCard and the country’s major banks with violating federal law 
in the allegedly collusive manner in which rules are set in the industry, including those requiring payment of ever-increasing 
interchange fees by merchants. “So, I’ve settled some pretty big cases and tried some others.” 

The case he is most proud of involves the Joe Camel advertising campaign for cigarettes. “The campaign was about getting 
kids to smoke, and we got R.J. Reynolds to stop it. I got involved when there was an article in the American Journal of Medicine 
that found Joe Camel was more recognizable to six-year-olds than Mickey Mouse, even though the campaign was only four 
years old.” So, Coughlin sued R.J. Reynolds for an illegal advertising campaign. “The trial court threw it out, and the appellate 
court agreed that R.J. Reynolds had a right to advertise but left a narrow window. The California Supreme Court ruled in our favor 
on the basis that you can’t have a campaign that targets an illegal audience, which children were. Then in discovery, we found 
out that they had done research and realized that if you don’t get kids to start smoking before they are 17, then there is only a 5 
percent chance they ever will. So, this campaign was targeted at 12- to 17-year-olds. They had actually sent the documents up to 
Canada to impede our discovery, but we found them. We even found out that they used to put bins of cigarettes by the conve-
nience store door, so they could be stolen by kids because once someone smokes 100 cigarettes, they are hooked. The tobacco 
companies would actually pay for the shrinkage, because they were getting customers for life.””

 There will always be corporate and securities fraud and antitrust violations. “These are 
people who seemingly have everything, but for some reason they can’t help themselves. There will always be that fraud. We 
have the strongest markets in the world, but people are always trying to pass laws to weaken our securities regulations and 
the private attorney general powers.” 

For example, after nearly four years of litigation, Coughlin co-led the trial team in Hsu v. Puma Biotechnology, Inc., to a verdict 
in favor of the plaintiffs after a two-week jury trial in January. The verdict found that Puma Biotechnology and its CEO Alan H. 
Auerbach committed securities fraud and awarded shareholders up to $100 million in damages. “The CEO of Puma Biotech 
was found liable for securities fraud for lying about their top-line cancer product. I could never understand why people mis-
represent what’s going on. So I enjoy trying those cases, and that is where the future is for me.”
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 Tor Gronborg received his B.A. from the University of California, Santa Bar-
bara and then attended the University of Lancaster in the United Kingdom to do graduate 
work in international relations and strategic studies. After he graduated from the University of 
California, Berkeley, School of Law in 1995, he went to work for a firm that did campaign and election law, primarily for large 
companies. “In 1996, there was a California ballot initiative, Proposition 211, to provide better access in state court to individu-
als who were defrauded by public companies. My firm helped oversee the anti-211 campaign, which brought in the most 
corporate contributions ever to defeat a ballot initiative. I judge people by their enemies, so I figured that whatever those folks 
sponsoring the ballot initiative were doing, they were probably right. I joined what was then Milberg Weiss in 1997.”

 Gronborg is a partner in Robbins Geller Rudman & Dowd LLP’s San Diego office and a member of the firm’s 
management committee. He has served as lead or co-lead counsel in securities fraud cases that have collectively yielded more 
than $2 billion for defrauded investors. For the past 10 years, his practice has included loss causation issues in securities litigation. 
For example, he prepared pleadings and briefings in Broudo v. Dura Pharmaceuticals, Inc. “It was a seminal case that went to the 
U.S. Supreme Court on loss causation. When it came back to the district court, we continued to litigate and establish the ground 
rules for pleading and proving loss causation.” In that case, the Supreme Court held that to plead loss causation a plaintiff needs 
to allege the causal connection between the loss and the alleged fraud. 

Gronborg’s pleadings in In re: Daou Systems, Inc. were also upheld by the Ninth Circuit. “It helped establish what the standards 
were for loss causation.” He also co-led the trial team in Hsu v. Puma Biotechnology, Inc., to a verdict in favor of plaintiffs after a two-
week jury trial in January 2019. The verdict found that Puma Biotechnology and its CEO Alan H. Auerbach committed securities 
fraud and awarded shareholders up to $100 million in damages. The Puma case is only the 15th securities class action tried to a 
verdict since the Private Securities Litigation Reform Act was enacted in 1995. 

Gronborg’s other cases have included significant recoveries against corporations such as Cardinal Health ($600 million), Mo-
torola ($200 million), Duke Energy ($146.25 million), Sprint Nextel Corp. ($131 million), Prison Realty ($104 million), CIT Group 
($75 million), Wyeth ($67.5 million) and Intercept Pharmaceuticals ($55 million). The recovery for Intercept is believed to be the 
largest per-day recovery in the history of securities litigation.

He has also been involved with e-discovery and ESI. “I’ve worked on the standards and litigating the issues from the outset of 
email discovery to today where discovery and e-discovery are almost synonymous.””

 There are continued efforts to bar plaintiffs from the courthouse. “When you are on the 
plaintiffs’ side, it does not take long to realize that ‘calls for reform’ are really just calls to limit the rights of individuals. We will 
continue to see efforts to denigrate the work that plaintiffs’ firms do, and we will have to continue to be vigilant in dealing 
with this. Part of our job is making sure people recognize that one of the values of living in a country like ours is that you don’t 
have to be rich or famous or a corporation to assert your rights and get your day in court.” 


