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LOS ANGELES — If medi-
ation is like a jigsaw puzzle, 
Steven Wawra doesn’t look 

for solutions by randomly mashing 
pieces together. He likes to start 
around the edges and work from 
there.

That means getting to know the 
players involved and their perspec-
tives on the perceived injustice at 
the heart of the dispute. Even cases 
that are simply about the settlement 
amount can reach an impasse when 
one side feels they’re not being 
treated justly, Wawra said.

“You have to do what you can 
for both clients, find out what they 
feel is justice. Often, it’s just about 
how they treated one another when 
the dispute began,” Wawra said. 
“There’s all these different dynam-
ics, and that’s what I love about this 
field I’m in.”

In one dispute between father and 
son over a family business, Wawra 
initially hit a wall with negotiations 
as neither side seemed willing to 
budge on their preferred settlements.

“There were eyes darting as soon 
as I walked in there. I knew it was 
going to be a rough day,” said Waw-
ra, who works with IVAMS Inc. and 
is based in Santa Ana.

At first glance, the parties seemed 
solely focused on a dispute over 
money, he said. But after speaking 
with the son for some time, Wawra 
realized that the family rift went far 
deeper.

“He said, ‘My kids hadn’t even 
been able to meet my own grand-
mother,’” Wawra said. “So I told 
him, ‘I’ve got an idea.’”

Wawra asked the son to bring his 
children in for the next meeting, and 
told the father to bring his mother in. 
Both obliged.

“The grandmother and the kids 
just melted. That got the whole ball 
rolling for the whole family, and in 
a couple hours they had settled it,” 
Wawra said.

Wawra became a mediator in 
2000, after 30 years as a corporate 
transactional attorney for organi-
zations such as Mitsui Real Estate 
Sales USA Co. Ltd. and Vidal Sas-
soon Inc.

Unlike many of his current col-
leagues, Wawra said, he was never a 

litigator. He wasn’t able to draw on 
years of experience as a trial advo-
cate or a judge to form the basis of 
his mediation style.

Instead, he relied on his three de-
cades of dealmaking.

“I felt I’d been in the field of ne-
gotiation all my life, so I wanted to 
be in a position where I could help 
others negotiate their problems,” 
said Wawra, who charges $400 per 
hour.

Doug Vanderpool, an attorney 
with The Vanderpool Law Firm 
who has used Wawra’s mediation 
services, said he appreciates how 
quickly Wawra moves negotiations 
along.

“He knows how to ask the right 
questions, and he doesn’t waste 
much time. He doesn’t spend three 
hours on a ‘getting to know you’ 
phase,” Vanderpool said. “He gets 
down to business. If there’s bad 
news, he brings it in a gentle way.”

Vanderpool said that neither of 
the matters he brought before Waw-
ra settled during mediation — but 
Wawra wouldn’t take no for an an-
swer.

“He just kept on it. He’d call or 
email just to check up on things. 
He’s a good facilitator,” Vanderpool 
said.

Vanderpool added that he really 
appreciated Wawra’s flexibility on 
the venue for mediations. Wawra 
said he’s willing to travel just about 
anywhere across Southern Califor-
nia as long as it’s amenable to both 
parties. Sometimes, he’ll work out 
a meeting ground somewhere in the 

middle and hold the mediation at a 
court reporter’s facility so neither 
party has to travel too far.

Wawra said being a transactional 
attorney who constantly poured over 
deals made him appreciate the way 
businesspeople like negotiations 
done. His experience at Mitsui has 
also proven an asset, as his familiari-
ty with Japanese customs has helped 
him sidestep potential pitfalls in ne-
gotiations for decades.

“When you come to know the 
sensitivities of one culture, you un-
derstand how you can watch the oth-
er ones and very quickly learn the 
mannerisms, learn the way they pre-
fer to address things,” Wawra said. 
“It makes the whole process move 
that much more smoothly.”

Paul Marks, an attorney at 
Neufeld Marks who has used Waw-
ra’s mediation services, said that 
he represented a company primari-
ly run by first-generation Japanese 
people living in California in a me-
diation before Wawra. It wasn’t a 
six-figure dispute, he said, but it was 
a fierce one.

“He was much more attuned and 
sensitive to cultural issues than 
someone who didn’t have that expe-
rience. He knew just how to handle 
the litigants,” Marks said.

Marks said he was also a fan of 
Wawra’s “peaceful and accommo-
dating” approach.

“There are some mediators, es-
pecially retired judges, who will 
just kind of lay down the law even 
though it’s a voluntary mediation. 
That’s not Steve’s style,” Marks 
said.

Like Vanderpool’s case, the mat-
ter didn’t resolve during the day 
of mediation. After some back and 
forth, Wawra said he felt he’d gained 
enough goodwill with both parties to 
make a mediator’s proposal, which 
they accepted.

Wawra said he likes to use medi-
ation tools like bracketing, wherein 
each party agrees to set the terms 
of the negotiation within certain pa-
rameters, to draw parties closer to a 
negotiation before pitching a media-
tor’s proposal. While he won’t hesi-
tate to make proposals if he feels it’s 
necessary, he prefers it when parties 
feel they’ve reached an agreement 
on their own.

“I’ll usually just get the parties to 
make their own offers and I’ll just 
lead the dance. I’ll wait until there’s 
an impasse, and then I might pro-
pose something,” Wawra said.

Milford W. Dahl Jr., an attorney at 
Rutan & Tucker, said he wasn’t fa-
miliar with Wawra when an oppos-
ing counsel pitched him as a media-
tor. The matter didn’t resolve during 
the half-day mediation, but “he just 
wouldn’t give up.”

“He called us and he gave us an-
other half-day, and he got it done. I 
was so impressed that I’ve used him 
probably three or four times since 
then,” Dahl said.

In one mediation, Dahl said, 
Wawra took out a big sheet of paper, 
taped it to the wall, and began map-
ping out ways toward resolution.

“He put down the advantages and 
disadvantages, all the different sce-
narios,” Dahl said. “He hasn’t done 
that every time, but it was pretty suc-
cessful in that instance.”

“I think he’s good at bringing 
people together, and I don’t mean 
just splitting the baby, it’s more than 
that,” Dahl said. “He’s just a real 
gentleman.”

Here are some attorneys who 
have used Wawra’s mediation ser-
vices: Milford W. Dahl Jr., Rutan 
& Tucker; John A. O’Malley, Nor-
ton Rose Fulbright US LLP; Bren-
dan B. Penny, Selman Breitman; H. 
Craig Parker, Kurosaki & Parker; 
Doug Vanderpool, The Vanderpool 
Law Firm; Paul S. Marks, Neufeld 
Marks; G. Thomas Fleming III, 
Jones Bell
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