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Cases for Teaching Responsible Communication of Science 
Data mining: Diamonds or deceit? Actual communication 
choices & outcomes 

Do not share with students until after completing the case study activity. 
The events for this case were fictionalized based on our sense of what would produce a good 
classroom exercise. In reality, the circumstances that inspired the case are as follows: 
Industry funded pharmaceutical researchers were investigating the use of Actimmune® 
(Interferon Gamma-1b), for treatment of idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis (IPF). This drug was 
already FDA approved for treatment of other diseases & used off label for IPF. 330 patients were 
randomly assigned to participate in a clinical trial. For the two main outcomes for the study 
(survival rate & slowing disease progression), results were not statistically significant (p=0.08). 
Although not a part of the original study design, when the researcher sub-divided participants by 
disease severity a significant increase in survival rate was shown for the drug treated group with 
subjects with mild to moderate cases of the disease (5 vs 16%, p=0.004) 

Scott Harkonen, M.D. and CEO of the pharmaceutical company that produced Actimmune® 
worked with study researchers to issue a press release before results were published.  

Press Release Title: “Phase III Data Demonstrates Survival Benefit of Actimmune in IPF. 
Reduces mortality by 70% in patients with mild to moderate disease.” 

Over a year later, when the original study results were published in the New England Journal of 
Medicine, the tone had become much more reserved and there was no mention of the sub group 
analysis in the abstract. 

Paper Title:  “A Placebo-controlled trial of interferon gamma-1b in patients with idiopathic 
pulmonary fibrosis”  

The only mention of the post-hoc analysis was near the end of the discussion section in the body 
of the manuscript: “…exploratory analyses suggest that the survival benefit may have been 
concentrated in the subgroup of patients who had less severe impairment in lung function at base 
line. Our study design and data do not allow us to draw treatment inferences from these 
analyses.” 

Future efforts to replicate a beneficial effect in the identified subpopulation failed. In 2009, a 
jury convicted Scott Harkonen of wire fraud based on a the press release that contained 
misleading statements intended to indicate false effectiveness of his company’s drug. Harkonen’s 
defense that statements in the press release were a scientific opinion and should be protected by 
the First Amendment was dismissed. The U.S. District Court in the Northern District of 
California sentenced Harkonen to three years probation, six months of home confinement, 200 
hours of community service and a $20,000 fine. 
Harkonen's circumstances were particularly egregious, given his field and his financial 
motivations. However, the actions of data misinterpretation and overstatement of result 
importance are ubiquitous in the scientific community. Do you agree with the decision to 
criminally charge a researcher with overstating the findings of his/her study? What would they 
have to have done differently to change your mind? 


