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Agency, Communion, and Gender as Predictors of
/

Communication Style and Being Liked in

Adult Male-Female Dyads!

Campbcll Leaper?
University of California, Los Angeles

Agency, comniunion, and gender were compared as predictory of communica-
tion style in the conversations of 76 unacquainied pairs of male—female col-
lege students. Each dyad was given a popular issue to discuss for 5 min,
Agency and communion were measured using Spence and Helmreich’s
{Masculinity and Femininity: Their Psychological Dimensions, Correlates,
and Antecedents, Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1978} Personal
Attributes Questionnaire. Self-perceived agency was significantly associaied
with verbal assertiveness: High-agency persons used fewer indirect stutements
and fewer passive self-references than low-agency persons. Nonsignificant
trends indicated that self-perceived communion - fended to be associated
with interpersonal involvement: High-communion persons used fewer im-
personal references und were liked more than low-communion persons.

Bakan (1966) described agency and communion as two dimensions of
psychological functioning. Agency refers to self-assertion while communion

'An earlier version of this paper was preseated in the Symiposium on Interdisciplinary Approaches
to Language and Gender at the 91st annual convention of 1he American Psychological Associa-
tion, Anahcim, California, August 1983,
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|
refers to interpersonal involveinent. Although traditional gender roles have
cmphasized agency for males and communion lor lemales, Bakan viewed
the integration ol agency and communion as being most desirable, Similar-
ly, more recent gender-role researchers have proposed “androgyay,” the in-
tegration of masculinity and femininity, Lo describe the fully functioning
personality (Bem, 1975; Block, 1973; Carlson, 1971; Spence & Helmyreich,
1978). :

The study of the androgynous, or intcgraled, personality has shifted
the direction of gender research. Justead of studying sex differcnees, many
gender researchers now examine individual differences. Once rescarchers
began making a distinction between sex-typed, reverse-sex-typed, and an-
drogynous individuals, comparisons along gender lines alone appearcd
misleading [see Lott {(i981) for a further discussion of the implications of
studying sex differences vs individual differencesl. :

Communication style is on¢ arca where much research has revealed
gender dilferences Jsee Haas (1979) lor a review]. Women typically have been
found to demonstrate a communal orientation by discussing topics concern-
ed with people more than men; women’s communion also has been revealed
through the use of more suppertive and expressive language forms. Con-
versely, men have been found to manifest an agentic orientation by discuss-
ing topics like their work or sporis more than do women; men’s agency also
has been seen in their greater use of controlling and instrumental Janguage
forms. ' !
Recent studies have indicated that these findings may be cither con-
[ounded or complicated by individual differences in people’s gender-role self-
concepl {c.g., Crosby, Jose, & Wong-McCarthy, [981; Ickes, 1981; Lalrance
& Carmen, 1980; Lamke & Bell, 1982). For example, whercas Iaas (1979)
reviewed several studies finding that wen talked more than women during
mixed-sex conversation, Crosby et al. (1981) found that a speaker’s self-
reported degree of agency —rather than his or her gender — predicted how
much he or she talked in a4 mixed-sex setting. Thus, the earlier reporis of
greater male talkativencss may have been a function of the greater ageney
tracditionally prescribed for the mule role—especially in mixed-sex con-
texts [see Henley (1977, 1985) for (urther discussion of this point].

The present study sought to examine the cxtent to which diflerences
in agentic and communal language behavior during mixed-sex conversation
could be predicted by speakers’ gender or their gender-role self-concept.
Gender-role sell-concept refers ta the degree o which individuals perceive
themselves as being agentic and communal. Tt was hypothesized that sell-
perceived agentic competence would predict sell-assertive language use and
that seiilpcrccivc;;l communal competence would predict other-affirming
tanguage use— independent of speaker gender. 5
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Four [anguage forms were hypothesized 1o correlate with agency. Two
of these had been previously tied Lo selt-reports ol agency. Two others were
based on related rescarch.

1. High-agency speakers were hypothesized to speak more in their turns
than low-agency speakers. As previously mentioned, Croshy et al.
{(1981) found that self-reported agency predicied speakcers’ amount
of talking.

2. High-ageney speakers were hypothesized to use fewer indirect
Stalcments as qualifiers than low-agency speakers. Crosby and her
associates also found that low-agency speakers used fewer indirect
forms of speech.

3. High-agency speakers were expected to use more active seH-references
than low-agency speakers. Although no study has related this
measure (o gender sell-concept, Bernardez-Bonesatli ( 1974} observed
a positive relationship between the use of Lhe pronoua f and con-
versational dominaner.

4. High-agency speakers were expecied to use fewer passive self-
references than low-agency speakers. This variable also has not
been studied by rescarchers in this avea. However, Weintraub (1981)
indicated that frequent use of the pronoun me was more common
among woren and among palients with psychiatric diagnoses in-
volving passive behavior.

I'wo language forms were hypothesized to correlate with communion.
Neither had been previously Lied (o Lhis construct, although there was other
rescarch that sugpested iheir connection,

5. High-communion speakers were hypothesized to use fewer imper-
sonal relerences than low-communion speakers. Women have
reported talking about intimaic topics in conversations more than
have men {c.g., Aries & ) ohnson, 1983; Caldwell & Peplau, 1982).
Also, according to Weiniraub (1981), Mrequent impersonal references
in conversation signal an avoidance of intimacy.

6. High-communion spcakers were hypothesized to make nmaore
references to their partners than low-communion speakers. As
previously noted, Bernardez — Bonesatti (1974) reported a relation-
ship between sell-refercnces and dominance, Conversely, it was
reasoned that references to the other should reflect an allirmation
ol the other.

I addition to the above proposal regarding the conversational measures,
gender-role sclf-concept was hypothesized to predict how much one would
be liked:
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7. Given their inferpersonal orientation, high-communion persons were
expected to facilitate the interactional process more than low-
communion persons; this then would lead Lo greater intcractional
salisfaction for their partners, The greater communion {raditional-
Iy associaled with females may explain some reports that participants
in mixed-sex settings indicate liking (he women more than the men
(e.g., Lott, Lott, Reed, & Crow, 1970; Touhcy, 1972).

In summary, agency and communion are proposed as two dimensions
of psychological functioning retlected in conversational behavior. Agency
is hypothesized to be indicated by the loilowing communication [orms: more
active scll-relerences, fewer passive self-references, and fewer indircel
statements. Communion is hypothesized to be indicated in the fellowing ways:
fewer impersonal references, more references Lo other, and more liking by
partaer. ' ' :

These hypotheses were tested using Spence and Heloweich’s (1978) Per-
sonal Attribules Questionnaire 10 measure competencics in agency and com-
munion. A situation requiring deliberation over a popular issue between
unacquainted pairs of male-female college students was used, This task was
chosen because both agencey (e.g., asserting one’s own opinion) and commu-
nion (c.g., seeking an understanding of the other’s viewpoint) would be ap-
propriate. A mixed-sex sclling was chosen, based on previous reports thal
gender differences in communication style often are manifested in this con-
text but not in same-sex ones (e.g., Arics, 1982; McMillan, Chifton, McGrath,
& Gale, 1977). o

" METHOD
Puarticipants

Seventy-six male and 76 female undergraduates from introductory
psychology classes participated in the study.

Muaterials

Personal Attributes Questionnaire {PAQ). The PAQ has a masculinity
scale and a femininity scale, which Spence and Helmreich (1978) describe
as mcasurcmcnt.g of agency and communion, respectively (see p. 33). The
masculinity scale asks for self~ratings of independence, activity, com-
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petitiveness, decisivencss, persistence, confidence, superiority, and ability to
withstand pressure, The femininity scale asks for sell-ratings of emotionali-
ty, devolion to others, genileness, helplulness, kindness, awareness of others’
feelings, understanding of others, and warmth.

Issues and Opinions Questionnaire (10Q). The 100G was designed for
this study to assess the participants’ opinions on various issues believed (o
interest college students. The issues concerned lederal budget cuts, funding
for university cultural events, law schoeol admissions criteria, making friends
as a new student, dealing with a problem child, teenage pregnancy, making
impressions on a [irst dale, deciding on a majof, competitive enrollment in
a popular class, and Lhe components of successlul love relationships. For
example, this last issue read as lfollows:

What do you believe is the most important component in a good love relationship?
{Runk the following in order of importance for yon.)

Personal lrecdoms

Trust

Sexnud satislfaction

Abilily o talk openly

Common interesis

Uow stréng is your opinion on this issue?
High Medium Low

As the above example indicates, the options {or cach issue were rank
ordered by the respondent. Furthermore, each issue was rated lor the degree
to which the respondent had a strong opinion on the issue.

Interpersonal Judsment Scale (1AS) The LIS (Byrne, 1971) is made up of
iwo 7-point scales. The first asks how much the respondent fiked working
with the partner and the second asks how much he or she would like work-
ing with the partner in another experiment. The scores on the two scales were
combined to form a measure of interactional satisfaction.

Procedure

Lirst Session. Pariicipants allended two research sessions. During the
lirst session, they responded to the PAQ and the 10 in a classroom with
other volunteers. The second session lollowed approximately 1-3 weeks later.
All sessions were administered by cither a male or a female undergraduaie
research assistant.

Muiching, Prior to the second session, students were matched into
male-female pairs based on the loliowing criteria:

1. The partners were voacquainicd with one another,

2. Bight dyad types were created based on the individual’s PAQ scores.
Brepending on whether they fell above or below the median on the masculine
scale and the [eniinine scale, cach person was identilied as being high or low




142 Leuper

in ageney and communion, respectively. The medians were 21 for the
masculine scale and 23 for the feminine scale, which coincide with those
reported by Spence and Helmreich {(1978). I

The participants were further calegorized as being high in both agency
and communion (“androgynous™), high in agency and low in communion
(“masculine™), low in agency and high in communion (“{eminine”), ;or low
in both (*undifferentiated”). |

The following malches were made: cmdxogyIlmu.—(mdrogynom undif-
ferentiated—undifferentiated, androgynous-undifferentiated, masculine-mas-
culine, feminine-feminine, and masculine-Teminine. These dyvad cateporics
were balanced for gender as well.? |

3. An issue from the 10Q was sclected on which the dyad mc,mbu:,
held different opinions. f

4. Only issucs on which both partners were opinionated (o the same
degree were used. However, issucs rated with “low” opinion strength were
not nsed.

Once these matches were made, the dyad members were individually
contacted by telephone and an appoiniment was arranged for the second
session.

Second Session. When both members of the matched dyad arrived for
the second session, they were scated together in a small windowless roon
with an operating casctie tape recorder. No introductions were made, The
research assistant ';l'u(,d “Ill be back in a couple of minutes with the
materials.” f

Three minutes were timed and the rescarcher came back and provided
cach person wilth a copy ol Lhe same issue. The research assistant asked the
participants to discuss the issuc and pick one cut of the five options toguhu
They were told that they had 5 min to <o this.

After the 5 min had elapsed, the research assistant returned and asked
thew which option they had selected. Then the two students were separated
and given the 1JS Lo fill out. Alterwards, they were thanked [or lhur par-
Licipation.

lhe terms aadrogpnous, mascudine, feminine, and wadiffercatioted have been used by gender-

role rescarchers (e.g., Spence & Hclmreich, 1978). Although they allow us (¢ consider how
both sexes may be “imascaline” and “feminine” simulianeously, these teris have been criticiz-
ed {e.g., Toll, 1981) because they still suggest somc behaviers as being more malelike
(“masculine”™) and olhers as being more femalelike (“feminine™). They are mcntioned in the
text as o convenicnct lor those readers familiar with (hen. Howcewer, the lerms a,rieﬁfy and
conthunion are used here insiead of mascndinity and femininity, respectively, 1o describe bchdwm
‘in he rest of the paper.
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Analysis

The tape recordings of the conversation were transcribed. Only the
5-min discussion segment of the conversaiions was used in the analysis. Fur-
thermore, in order {o ensure that the analysis of communication siyle was
based on the same contexl lor all dyads, parts of conversations unrelated
to the deliberation ol the issuc were noi coded.

The transcripts were coded for the lollowing variables:

Impersonal References. The number ol subject nouns that did not reler
to persons conceivably known to cither speaker were counted in this category.

Indirect Statements. The number of sentences beginning with the quali-
fying clause T think was counted here.

Active Self-References. The use of {he pelsoml pronoun  was tallied
in this category.

Passive Self-References. The usc ol the pronoun me was counted here.

References to Other. The use of the pronoun vor was counted, bul its
usc in the parentheticul phrase you krow was excluded in this category.

talkativeness. This measure was determined by averaging the number
of words spoken in a turn.

For all ol the above measures except talkativeness, the category total was
adjusted by being divided by the total number of words and then multipiicd
by 1000,

RESULTS
Agentic and Communal Communication

Multivariate Analpsiy of Variance. In order to test the overall ability
ol agency and commwnion (o predict conversational behavior, a multivariate
anralysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed. Participants were classified
as being cither low or high in ageney and communion based on whether their
PAQ scores fell below or above Lhe sample median for the masculinity and
femininity scales, respectively. This yvielded a2 x 2 x 2 design for the follow-
ing variables: gender (male, female), agency (low, high), and communion
(fow, high). Gender was included in the analysis in order to test the gencral
hypothesis that language behavior is better predicted from personality
variables like agency and communion than from gender alone.

sDifferences associated with the four gender-role calegories— andropynous (high agency and

high communion), feminine {low agency and high connunnion), masculine (high ageney and
low communion}, and undifferentiated (low agency and low communion} -- were tested in 1 he
Agency X Communion inietaction. Lurthermore, any differences between sex-typed vs reverse-
sex-typed persons were tested in the Gender x Apency x Communion interaction.
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The MANOVA indicated iwo mullivariaice effects. First, a significant
amount of the variance for Lhe six language variables was explained by ageney
LF(1, 141) = 2.42, p < .05]. _

Significant main eflects for apency were indicated in the univariate tcsis
as well, Agency was a significant predictor of indirect statements [£(1, 141)
= 4.04, p < .03]. As predicted, high-agency persons had lower indireet stale-
ment scores (M = 128.9) than did low-agency persons (M = 170.4).

Apency was also a predictor of references to other [F(1, 141) = 4.12,
p < .08]. Illigh-agency persons had lower scores lor references to ulh(,r (M

= §.8) than did low-agency persons (M = 15.2). =

Second, a Gender x Comununion interaction was indicated in the
MANOVA [I(1, 141) = 2,17, p < .05]. ;

The univariate Lests revealed a significant Gender x (onnnumon in-
teraction associated with active sel{-references |[/4(1, 141) = 7.56, p <101].
High-communicn men had lower scores for these references (M = 41.9) than
did lew-communion men (M = 57.0). Howcver, this was not true for women,;
there was little difference between the high-communion women (M = 48.6)
and the low-communion women (M = 44.4) in (heir active 5Llf~r<,fclence
SCOTCS,

Signilicant main effects for communion or gender were not tound m
the MANQOVA, :

Multiple Regression. Stepwise mulliple regressions were performed in
order to explore whether or not agency and commnunion were more power-
ful predictors of language behavior than gender. Agency and communion
scores were onee again derived from the PAQ masculinity and femininity
scores, respectively, However, in this analysis the raw scores from the (wo
scales were used as measured variables. Gender was indicated as a du mmy
variabic in the analysis. \

As expected, gender did not predict o significant amouni ol the variance
lor any of the language variables. Agency and communion, on e other hand,
were good predictors of language behavior,

Ageney predicted a signilicant amount of variance in the participants’
use of indirect statements [R? = .04, F{L, 152} = 5.79, p < .02]. As cx-

pcclccl there was a negative correlation between the two variables [r = — .19,
051, i
Agency also significantly predicted passive self-references [R?2 = .03,

(1, §52) = 5.29, p < .03]. The expected nepative correlation between these

variables was conflirmed [r = — .18, p < .05].

Communion predicted a significant amount of variance in la]kdlwcncss
[R? — .04, F(1, 152) = 6.79, p < .02]. There was also a posilive correlation
between Lhese variables [ = .21, p < 02].

Communion did not predict a signilicant amount of variance in the use
of impersonal references, contrary to expectalion, However, the anticipated
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negative correlation between Lhe variables did approach statistical significance
[r= —.14, p < . 10].

Active self-references and references {o other were not explained by any
of the predictor variables in the multiple regression analysis.

Interactional Satisfuction

The relationship between gender, agency, and communion, and being
tiked was examined. An analysis of variance (ANQVA) did not indicale any
main cffects or interactions for being liked. However, a smalf positive cor-
relation approaching significance between being liked and PAQ) femininity
scores was found [r = .13, p < .06]. Thus, those indicaling high commu-
nion on the PAQ were liked by their partners more than those indicating
low communion,

IMSCUSSION

The results provide direct support for two of the scven specilic
hypotheses, lirst, as expected, high-agency persons used the indirect state-
ment ! think significantly less than low-agency persons. This obscrvation Tur-
ther confirms Crosby et al.’s (1981) finding that gualilicrs and olher indirect
forms of speech were negatively related to scll-reporis of agency. However,
both sets of results ceatradict Hirschman (1974), who characterized the
qualifier £ think as a form of assertivencss, Perhaps this discrepancy results
from Hirschman’s small samiple size of only two males and two females, or
[rom different convessational contexts. Given the extent 1o which Hirschman’s
study has been cited (e.g., Laking & Eakins, 1978; 11aas, 1979; Kramarae,
Thorne, & Ilenley, 1983; Phillips, 1980; Smith, 1979; Thorne & Ienley,
19753), the difference between these findings deserves attention.

The other favorable [inding was the observed negative relationship be-
tween agency and the use of passive scll-relerences. As hypothesized, high-
agency speakers used the pronoun sme significantly less than low-agency
speakers. This lends support to Weintraub’s (1981) contention thal using this
pronoun reflects passivity and dependency. These characleristics are incom-
patible with high agency. In lact, onc item on the PAQ masculinity scale
contrasts being active vs being passive.

Besides the above two accepted hypotheses, there were others that receiv-
ed some tentative support fer noosignificant teends. For one of these, self-
perceived commuanion and impersonal relerences were [ound to have a weak
acgalive correlation. The assigmiment ol Lopic likely influenced Lhe
speakers’ use of impersenal relerences and perhaps also may have attenuated
the association here.
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There was also some support lor the hypoihesized positive r@:la—
tionship beiween communion and being liked. A weak correlalion was in-
dicated, Given that the observed connection beiween sel{-perceived
cominunion and [ater reports of being liked presumably would be [mked by
actuaf communal behaviors during Lhe intervening interaction, it is not sur-
prising that the correlation is weak. A number of variables come into play
here, Thus, it would seemn that previous reports that women were liked more
than men (Lott et al., 1970; Touhey, 1972) may have be(,n LUI].[UU]]LILd by
the women’s sironger communion. |

Three hypotheses failed to receive conflirmation: First, conlrary io ex-
pectation, high-agency persons did not talk more in their conversational tures
than low-agency persons. In fact, the results indicated thai talkativeness was
positively correlated with communion. This result contradicts Crosby et al.
(1981}, who found that agency predicted the amount of taiking, [lowever,
it is compatible with kckes’s (1984) observation that more verbalizations were
produced in dyads composed ol at least ene androgynous parloner than in
dyads where both members reflected traditional gender-role orientations.
Thus, ickes found greater talking when one pariner was high in communion
as well as in agency.

Perhaps, thea, one’s amount of talking can have different <;0c1a] e
ings, Ickes characterized the amount ol talking as a sign of interpersonal
involvement. In this regard, contrast a silent, withdrawn person with a vocal,
animated person. The more vocal person in this case would be more involv-
ed and, hence, more communal. On the olher hand, there are people v'vhu
control social interactions by doing most of the talking and making it dlf—
ficult for others 1o contribute,

It seemns that different kinds of measures are neecled to account for Lhcst,
functional nuances. Perhaps the communal aspect of talkativencess could be
assessed by distinguishing between those speskers whose average words per
turn are cither below or above the median for the sample. Those below Lhe
median may be indicating less interpersonal involvement than those above
the median. Adeditionally, in order to assess the agentic aspecl of talkativeness,
the average words per turn for each speaker could be comparcd as ratios.
LFor example, it Partoer A speaks twice as many words per turn than Part-
ner B, it may reflect Partner A’s dominance over Pariner B, (This approach,
however, may nol be sensitive 10 encounters between lwo persons who are
high in both agency and communion,)

The second hypothesis that was nol supported was thal high-ageney
persons would use more active seil-references in the form of the pronoun
1 than low-agency persons. No relationship between scll-perceived agency
and the use of activesell-references was found. It now would seem that the
pronoun I can have varied social meanings, For cxample, in “I want to pick
this answer” active self-reflerence is part of an assertive statement. However,
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in “Pll go along with your idea” active sclf-reference is embedded in a com-
pliant statement, To add further complications to the interpretation of this
form of sell-reference, Weintraub (1981} has proposed that moderate use
of Ireflects individuation and assertion, whereas excessive use ol [ indicales
self-preoccupation and infrequent ase indicates detachment.

The last hypothesis that was not confirmed was the expeclalion that
high-communion persons would use more references to the other in the form
ot the proncun you than low-communion persons. This relationship was not
indicated. Ln contrast, however, self-pereeived agency was found to predict
the use of references Lo the other. High-agency persons used Lhe pronoun
you less than low-agency persons, This linkling is compatible with the underly-
ing theory here, though. If a person is high in apency —especially when it
is unmitigated with communion —then [ew references Lo the other person
may reflect a self-oriented approach Lo the interaction. This interpretation
requires testing in futurc research.’

In addition Lo the seven specitic hypotheses that have been discussed,
there was one overall hypothesis underlying the research: In general, gender-
role sell-concept-—as indicated by sclf-perceived compelencies in agency and
communion-—was hypothesized to be a beller predictor of communication
style than gender alone. 'This hypothesis was supported to the extent that
no main eflect for gender was indicaled in any of the analyses. In contrast,
a significant multivariate effect and significant univariate effects were found
for agency. Therefore, there is supporl for the idea that previously reported
gender difTerences in communication style |sce Haas (1979) for a review| may
be confounded or complicated by differences in gender-role sellf-concept.

However, allhough gender was not indicated as a main cfTect, there
was a Gender ¥ Comniunion interaction with one variable: high-communion
men used lewer active self-references than low-communion men, while there
was little difference herc between high- and low-communion women, One
can enly conjecture about the meuning of this interaction. Perhaps the high-
commuaunion men were (rying to avoid drawing attention to themselves.

Although the meaning of this finding is unclear, there is an immportant
iiplication that follows: The Gender x Communion interaction indicates
thal gender, even in conjunclion with personality variables, stillis an impor-
tant predictor of behavior. Furihermore, it suggests that the variables
examined —agency, communion, and the various language forms —may have
different meanings for the sexes. I'or example, sell-relerences scein {0 mean
different things for low-communion men and women.

511 should be noted that a difference between high apency/high-communion ("androgynous™)
persons and high-agency/low-conununion (“masculine”) persons was not indicated inan Agency
»* Communion interachion here. (Also note that no other Agency x Combrunion interactions
were indicaled i the analyses.}
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In closing, the present study lends support to previous recommenda-
tions that researchers move from the study of gender differences wlone and
instead investigate individual differences (e.g., Lott, [981). The resulls
reporied here suggest that people’s pender-role sclf-concept (i.e., their self-
perceived compelencies in agency and comnunion) in conjuuction with gender
canbeef&wﬁve[nedkiorsofthdrconvmsaﬁonulbchavkn:(chnthegkﬂxﬂ
measures of agency and communion used — Spence and Helmreich’s {1978)
masculinity and femininily scales —it is noteworthy to find the small vet
significant correlations reported here, As our methods of personalily assess-
meat and language analysis imaprove, the relationship between gender, per-
sonality, and communication style will become clearer,
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