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Challenges, cooperation, compromise

For those who have already been involved in cross-national ‘comparative’ research projects, the first of the three Cs in the title of the seminar will be self-evident. 
Methodological complexity (another C) is increasingly a key issue for researchers in single-nation studies. It can be argued that the major challenge of cross-national ‘comparative’ work is how to deal with the ever greater complexity of research that crosses national, cultural and linguistic boundaries, the more so when working in international cooperative research teams. 
It can also be argued that methodological complexity leads inevitably to the need for pragmatism and compromise, involving the third of the three Cs in the seminar title. Being prepared to compromise does not mean, however, that best scientific practice can be forgotten. It does mean that researchers have to be realistic about what they can hope to achieve within available resources. Cross-national comparative research is costly (another C) in terms of time, effort and money, and is not to be undertaken lightly. The challenge is to develop a research design that takes account of the possible impact of methods and means on the findings, which is an important message in this paper. 
The research referred to by the different contributors to the seminar can be described varyingly as cross-national, cross-cultural or cross-societal. The ‘cross-national’ rationale tends to be most readily adopted by political scientists and economists conducting large-scale quantitative surveys or econometric studies. Both the papers in the first session can justify using the term ‘cross-national’, since they are talking primarily about work carried out within the context of the European Commission’s Framework Programmes (FPs), where individual member states or parts of them are more often than not the unit of analysis.
The organisers could have chosen to refer in the title of the seminar to ‘cross-cultural comparisons’, not just for alliterative reasons, but because many of the speakers are discussing qualitative methods, which require an in-depth cultural understanding of concepts and contexts (two more Cs). 
‘Cross-societal’ comparison is analogous to the ‘case-based approach’, since it focuses on the ways in which concepts are socially constructed and on the embeddedness of phenomena in the policy process. 
Mixed or combination methods (yet another C) offer an effective way of capturing complexity in cross-national, cross-cultural or cross-societal comparative studies. The research that this paper is drawing on includes examples of a wide range of methods. Individually and severally, they all make a contribution to the knowledge base; at the same time, they all have their limitations.
Although the main thrust of this paper is research design, focusing on scientific and pragmatic rationales (theory and practice) for choice of countries, it touches on many of the issues developed in the other papers, including concepts and contexts, the use of different types of data and working in international teams. Experience suggests it is impossible to talk about any single aspect of cross-national comparative research in isolation. 
EU Policy Reviews
The paper begins by explaining the background to a review of a series of Framework Programme projects and networks carried out recently for the Directorate-General for Research in the European Commission before commenting in more detail on the relationship between the research design, country mix, methods and outcomes. 
In 2004, DG Research commissioned 20 policy reviews of Framework Programme 4 and 5 projects and networks. The topics covered reflected the Union’s interest in education, training, employment, quality of work, social inclusion, inequality, social protection, citizenship and identity, migration, regional policy, governance, enlargement and sustainability, and family and welfare. The last of these topics was the subject of the review presented in this paper. 
Reviewers were chosen by the Commission for their knowledge and experience of the topics identified for the reviews. They were charged with exploring linkages between research funded by the European Commission under the FPs and the needs of the policy directorates for research findings relevant to their current concerns. DG Research wanted to demonstrate the value for money of the funding allocated to the FPs. The scientific aim in grouping socio-economic projects and networks around common themes was to bring together complementary expertise, create critical mass and produce synergy. By implementing an integrated approach towards research fields, the intention was to seek effective policy solutions to complex multidisciplinary societal problems. 
For reviewers interested in the influence of the personal and cultural values of researchers and the research paradigms to which they subscribe in determining not only the choice of methodological approaches but also the interpretation of findings, it provided an opportunity to observe and comment on the research process and the research–policy interface.

Research design: setting and achieving objectives
In the event, the policy reviews provided a good example of how not to design a research programme. The reviews were commissioned when most of the projects had been completed. In planning and delivering research programmes, such as those funded by in the United Kingdom by the Economic and Social Research Council, much effort goes into prior consultation with the research community and potential users before thematic priorities are established and programmes are designed. A programme director is appointed before the call goes out, and projects are selected not only on the basis of their scientific excellence but also their thematic and methodological relevance and complementarity, with additional targeted calls to complete coverage. 
Although the European Commission does now consult widely before launching new framework programmes and issuing calls, there is no guarantee that all aspects of the topics identified will be treated, since projects are, in principle, assessed essentially on the basis of scientific excellence and not because of their potential synergy or complementarity. 
The projects included in the Family and Welfare review were grouped together solely on the basis of the political topicality of their themes at the time when the policy reviews were set up (see annex). This particular group of projects and networks had been identified by the scientific officers in DG Research at an earlier stage, making it possible to organise a series of dialogue workshops and methods events and to discuss their policy relevance with people in the DG for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities. 
Since the first dialogue workshop was scheduled to take place when most of the FP5 projects were just beginning, it provided an opportunity to focus on methods, despite the fact that DG Research administrators and scientific officers were primarily interested in policy-relevant findings. In an attempt to satisfy the Commission’s requirements, coordinators of the Family and Welfare projects were invited to justify the country mix and methods with reference to anticipated findings and to speculate about the policy relevance of the results they were hoping to achieve. This proved to be an interesting exercise, but it should have taken place at the research design stage to ensure that the objectives included the policy relevance of the findings. The research would then have built in analysis of policy documents, interviews with policy actors, surveys of public opinion on policy delivery and performance and scrutiny of the policy process and policy learning.
Because the rationale for the reviews was established post hoc, reviewers were left with the difficult task of identifying commonalties, fostering synergy and, more importantly, drawing out policy relevant findings.
From the theory of country selection…
One of the issues the Family and Welfare project coordinators were asked to address in presenting their work, even if they were still at an early stage, was the rationale for the selection of countries, since the number and mix of countries are known to be closely associated with methods and to affect the results and their wider applicability. Country selection thus provides a good example of the tension that arises between scientific and pragmatic rationales and the compromises that inevitably ensue.

Whether projects are small-scale or being carried out by an international team, the number of countries included determines the breadth and depth of analysis. The broader the country coverage, the greater the likelihood is that generalisations can be drawn from the findings but that only a small number of variables can be examined in detail. 
Of necessity, studies based on large-scale quantitative data are often confined to description and juxtaposition of data rather than systematic comparison. Their purpose is to provide snapshots of the situation in a large number of different countries at a given point in time, or to track trends for selected variables over time. When attempts are made to compare aggregate survey data, researchers are confronted with inconsistencies in definitions of concepts and in the criteria used for data collection. 

By contrast, a qualitative, or ‘fine-grain’, comparison of a particular phenomenon within a small number of countries can identify within-country differences attributable to region, class, age, sex or ethnicity that may not be apparent from aggregated national-level data. The qualitative approach allows identification of subnational variations that may result in greater similarities being found across countries than within them, undermining the validity of findings about national patterns. Although most social policies, for example, are framed at national level, they may be implemented at local level, leaving room for regional disparities, as exemplified by welfare-to-work policies or provision of care for children and older people. 
Whether a large or small number of countries is being examined, it is important to be able to justify the selection of countries on scientific grounds. J.S. Mills provides a valuable framework with his attempt to systematise the comparative method. His method of agreement applies where the cases selected are as similar as possible for the dependent variables (the phenomena to be explained), and as different as possible for the independent variables, enabling differences to be neutralised. Mills’ method of difference applies where the cases selected are as different as possible for dependent variables and as similar as possible for independent variables, enabling the researcher to demonstrate the effects of the independent variables, and to look for common elements. The method of concomitant variation is used to identify associations between variables to the extent that when one changes in magnitude the others does also.
Critics generally recognise that Mills’ comparative method does not offer a recipe for establishing causality. In cross-national studies, it has, for example, proved impossible to isolate wholly independent variables. 

This again points to the need for a pragmatic approach, whereby researchers possess sufficient knowledge of the wider societal contexts of the units of analysis selected to be aware of the ways in which the selection of comparators will affect the results and to remain alert to the dangers of misinterpreting data. For example, projects interested in socio-economic change that include EU candidate countries from Central and Eastern Europe are likely to come up with different results from those that confine their coverage to EU15 member states or specific regions in the Union. A country that appears to be an aberrant case in one grouping may be closer to the mean in another cluster.
Nation as the unit of analysis

Let me now return to the question of whether ‘nation’ is the most appropriate unit of analysis, or frame of reference, for comparative studies. Many authors use country and nation interchangeably, but it is unusual to hear reference being made to ‘cross-country’ or ‘inter-country’ comparisons. 
It can be argued that the scientific rationale for selecting nation states as a unit of analysis or frame of reference for comparative research is relatively easy to establish in studies where the criterion for inclusion is membership of an international organisation, such as the European Union (EU), the Council of Europe, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the International Labour Organization (ILO) or the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), most of which produce relatively harmonised datasets.
In the case of the EU, which is of most interest here, national governments are directly represented on the Union’s supreme decision-making body, the Council of Ministers, and through nationally elected members of the European Parliament. Even in federal states such as Germany central, rather than regional or local, government is represented in Brussels, although the regions are directly involved in delivering policies in the case of the Structural Funds. 
Eurostat, the European statistical agency, is responsible for collating and reporting on data supplied by member states. It does not carry out its own data collection, and cannot eliminate any inadequacies in the data it receives. Researchers often talk about having to ‘clean up’ the data, or the need for new surveys to achieve comparable and reliable datasets.
Nations, or nation states, afford a convenient frame of reference for comparative research, particularly among political scientists, since they possess clearly defined territorial borders, and their own characteristic administrative and legal structures. ‘Nation’ is, however, a contested and loaded concept. National borders shift, and it cannot be assumed that nations necessarily correspond to cultural, linguistic and ethnic divisions, or to a common sense of identity. German unification, for example, created a national unit, in which internal diversity was greater in some respects (socio-demographic trends) than that observed across the EU, and even now, statistical sources continue to give a breakdown of data by region. 

The adoption of the nation as the contextual unit in the case of international organisations is further complicated by their changing membership. In the case of the EU, the five waves of membership over the past 50 years have altered not only the size but also the socio-cultural structure of the Community or Union. EU statistical averages shift with new waves of membership, calling into question received wisdom about patterns of behaviour within the European Union, as new member states bring with them their different historical legacies, ideologies, languages and mindsets. 
It is interesting to note, for example, that EU15 institutions were keen to push through legislation, such as the revised regulations on the social security of migrant workers, before the candidate countries from Central and Eastern Europe joined the Union in 2004 in an attempt to avoid having to reopen negotiations with a new set of countries and to overcome the risk of stalemate.
The EU exemplifies the complications created by a multilevel system of governance. Individual member states are contributing to the formation of policy while, at the same time, being obliged to ensure compliance at national level through their own legislation and institutions. New member states have to demonstrate their ability to implement the Union’s acquis before they are accepted. In addition, non-governmental organisations, issue networks, policy communities and interest groups play an important role as policy actors co-operating across national boundaries. 

The advantage for the comparative researcher of examining a particular social phenomenon using nations as the contextual framework when they are members of an international organisation is precisely that they explicitly share a common reference point. Belonging to the organisation confers on them a certain identity of purpose through the common goals to which they subscribe as a condition of membership. The fact that they exhibit cultural and social diversity at national and subnational level, due to the specific ways in which their legal, political, economic and socio-cultural systems have developed and operate provides an abundance of material for a multilevel, multimethods analysis.
…to the practice of country selection

In FP projects and networks, coordinators are often driven less by scientific criteria than by the need to include countries representing different geographical regions in Europe (most different cases) while avoiding over-representation of certain countries (or disciplines) if they are to meet the Commission’s (political) requirements. Most coordinators of projects and networks in the Family and Welfare grouping had understood that it would be to their advantage in securing funding, if they included at least one country from the north, the south and the east of the EU, in addition to France, Germany an/or the UK.

The politics of the country mix in European research projects has important implications for the research design, raising the question of how representative the countries selected are of the phenomena under study, and whether policy-relevant findings could be extrapolated to different socio-economic environments. Half of the Family and Welfare projects did not, for example, include a CEE country.
A more scientific justification for selecting partners was the shared interest in exploring diversity through a particular geographical and ideological mix of countries and systems, for example in the context of the development of welfare regimes, care systems or flexibility. The choice of countries was intended, in some cases, to illustrate the possible effects of diversity in provision, or to uncover examples of good practice, examine why they worked and what could be learnt from them. The main issue for the research design in such cases is how to capture and analyse diversity.
Apart from the geographical spread and welfare model arguments, an important pragmatic rationale for country selection is that coordinators with experience of conducting cross-national projects tend to draw on existing networks and partners with whom they know they can cooperate because of their cultural and linguistic affinity, which in turn delimits the country mix. It is undoubtedly easier to work with partners who share the same research cultures, assumptions, objectives and perceptions, and adopt similar working practices, than it is to communicate across ideological, intellectual, disciplinary and methodological divides. The inability to understand other languages and cultures can serve as a selective and exclusionary mechanism, shaping membership of teams and working arrangements and, ultimately, procedures for data collection and the interpretation of findings. 
It is worth noting, however, that the country most likely to be represented in the socio-economic strand of European projects is the UK, both for linguistic reasons (the working language of the partners in most projects is English, and it is, therefore, useful to have a native speaker present at meetings and on hand when reports are being drafted), and because British researchers have more experience than most of preparing grant applications, securing external funding and delivering research on time and within budget. Compared with FPs 4 and 5, under FP6 a smaller proportion of coordinators are British, partly due to the Commission’s efforts to spread the hosting of projects around but also because British universities have become increasingly reluctant to commit administrative resources to European research because of the low overheads associated with European funding.
This pragmatic rationale raises the question of how best to deal with the bias resulting from the researchers’ own value systems, perceptions and assumptions, personal and political agendas, which affect not only their preference for particular methods but also their commitment to the research and their reasons for participating in it.
Two of the Family and Welfare projects using quantitative methods chose partners who already had experience of working together and, importantly, of handling the datasets to be analysed. They were not selected on the grounds that they would serve as national informants for their own countries. In the case of the European Social Survey, which was initially in the Family and Welfare grouping and provides an example of best practice in conducting cross-cultural attitudinal surveys countries, partners were essentially self-selected, on the basis of the availability of nationally funded household surveys. Although one of the networks relying on secondary data analysis drew its partners from among participants in the Family and Fertility Survey, other reasons were that most of the institutions chosen had an explicit mission to carry out policy-relevant research and a shared interest in constituting a network incorporating East–West diversity. In the more qualitative projects, cultural proximity and the mutual understanding that had developed between researchers in certain groupings of countries were important factors for team building.
IPROSEC country mix rationale

The project, entitled ‘Improving Policy Responses and Outcomes to Socio-Economic Challenges: changing family structures, policy and practice’ can serve to illustrate the importance of justifying the country mix. 
Ideally, all 15 existing member states and the 10 candidate countries that joined the Union in 2004 should have been included. For practical reasons, this was not feasible. Nor would it have been appropriate to limit the research to only two or three countries. The rationale for the country mix was based on waves of EU membership, ensuring that each wave was represented by at least one country: wave 1 by France, Germany and Italy; wave 2 by Ireland and the United Kingdom; wave 3 by Greece and Spain; wave 4 by Sweden; and wave 5 by Estonia, Hungary and Poland. 
Although the 11 countries shared a common reference point by virtue of their actual or potential membership of the EU, each wave represented different socio-economic, cultural and political environments, which could conveniently be mapped onto the waves of memberships. As nation states, they have clearly defined territorial boundaries and their own administrative and legal structures. Due to the multilevel system of European governance, they are contributing to supranational policy formation through their representation within European institutions.
However, even this rationale was somewhat tenuous, given that countries ostensibly sharing a common cultural experience exhibit considerable intraregional diversity in terms not only of socio-demographic and economic characteristics but also of policy development and delivery, as was well illustrated by the Central and East European countries. The arrival of Cyprus and Malta, two small island states, in the same wave of membership is a timely reminder that each wave has not necessarily added a homogeneous group of countries. Had the Netherlands, Denmark and Portugal been included, many interesting features not covered by other projects in the grouping would have been revealed. 
IPROSEC research design

The mix of countries was intended to enable the research team to compare and contrast the family policy process within different welfare environments. The project was designed to inform policy by developing a greater understanding of socio-demographic change in Europe, the social and economic challenges such change presents and the efficacy of the policy responses formulated by national governments and at EU level, by examining countries that had pursued differing welfare paths but had signed up to a common social framework. The combination of countries with different conceptions of welfare provided a very fertile terrain for the analysis of inputs, outcomes and processes in an area of policy that involves a complex interweaving of multiple levels of governance and the frequently conflicting interests of numerous policy actors. 
In an effort to capture this complexity in each of the country cases, a combination of methods was used, ranging from secondary analysis of large-scale Eurostat and national databases, complemented by documentary analysis of policy contexts, small scale surveys in each of the countries and in-depth interviews with policy actors and individuals representing different family structures. In the final phases of the project, vignettes, focus groups and dialogue workshops were also used. The dissemination conference included policy-learning case studies designed to identify the effectiveness of specific policy measures, the reasons why they worked or did not work and the conditions under which they could be transferred between countries. 
Implications of the country mix in cross-national comparative research
The Commission hoped that the grouping together of projects in the policy reviews would allow data from different sources to be confronted, compared and, ultimately, used to validate findings through triangulation. This aim was partially realised in the review, but was hampered by the lack of coordination between the projects at the design and selection stages. Synergy between projects was fostered, but post hoc clustering was not able to prevent some overlap and duplication of effort. 
Country-coverage was often patchy and incoherent, with some of the projects examining very small numbers of cases, making it difficult to extrapolate findings and gauge their validity. 

It was possible to draw some conclusions about the reliability and wider applicability of the results by comparing the findings reached using different methods and by resorting to contextual knowledge to try and understand seemingly concordant and discordant outcomes. The reviews did indicate some common trends at the macro level. The in-depth contextual analysis showed how public perceptions and policy responses can vary within and between grouping of countries, and not necessarily as might have been predicted from studies confined to a single methodological approach or a particular grouping of country cases. The projects that included CEE countries were able to demonstrate not only that many of the assumptions of researchers in western Europe needed to be revisited but also that differences in approaches to the research process could create problems for coordinators.
An important outcome of the review was to help raise the level of awareness among policy actors about the ways in which the policy process operates at various levels in society and in diverse cultural contexts. The projects highlighted the great diversity and complexity of situations and policy responses. They explored the problems of identifying objectives, of measuring the relationship between objectives and outcomes, and of isolating policy effects. They noted the unexpected, unwanted and perverse effects of policy, and the inadequacy of ‘one-size-fits-all’ causes or solutions both within and across societies. They also recognised the political and financial cost of policy failure. These may be the sorts of findings that policy makers do not want to hear, particularly since policy is usually more concerned with tackling the symptoms rather than the cause of social problems. Governments would prefer to be able to apply the same policy prescription for everybody without having to worry about different national and sub-national conditions. 
However, policy actors clearly need to take account of these overall findings if they are to gain a greater understanding of the outcomes of policy for social practice; if they are to know what works and, if so, why it works in different socio-economic and political settings; and if they are to promote effective policy learning transfer across national welfare settings and, ultimately, improve the efficacy of policy delivery.
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1. Family and Welfare Policy Review for DG Research
FP4 AND FP5 FAMILY AND WELFARE PROJECTS AND NETWORKS
Caring: Care work in Europe: current understandings and future directions (HPSE-CT2001-00091)
Project Co-ordinators: Peter Moss and Claire Cameron, Thomas Coram Research Unit, London, UNITED KINGDOM

Website: http://www.ioe.ac.uk/tcru/carework.htm
DynSoc: The Dynamics of Social change in Europe (HPSE CT99-00032) 

Co-ordinator: Richard Berthoud, Institute for Social and Economic Research (ISER), University of Essex, UNITED KINGDOM

Website: http://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/epag/dynsoc.php
FADSE: Family Structure, labour market participation and the Dynamics of Social Exclusion (SOE2-CT96-3022) 

Co-ordinator: Christopher Heady, University of Bath, UNITED KINGDOM

FARE: Family Reunification Evaluation Project (SOE2-CT98-3081)

Co-ordinator: Raffaele Bracalenti, Psychoanalytic Institute for Social Research, Rome, ITALY

FENICs: Female Employment and family formation in National Institutional Contexts (HPSE CT99-00036) 

Co-ordinator: Peter Elias, Institute for Employment Research, University of Warwick, UNITED KINGDOM

Website: http://www.warwick.ac.uk/ier/fenics
HWF: Households, Work and Flexibility (HPSE CT99-00030) 

Co-ordinator: Claire Wallace, Institute for Advanced Studies, Vienna, AUSTRIA
Website: http://www.hwf.at
IPROSEC: Improving Policy Responses and Outcomes to Socio-Economic Challenges: changing family structures, policy and practice (HPSE CT99-00031)
Co-ordinator: Linda Hantrais, European Research Centre, Loughborough University, UNITED KINGDOM

Website: http://www.iprosec.org.uk
MEN: Thematic Network on the social problem and societal problematization of Men and masculinities (HPSE CT99-00008)

Co-ordinator: Keith Pringle, University of Sunderland, UNITED KINGDOM

Website: http://www.cromenet.org
MoCho: The rationale of Motherhood Choices: influences of employment conditions and of public policies (HPSE-CT2001-00096)
Co-ordinator: Danièle Meulders, Department of Applied Economics (DULBEA), Free University of Brussels (ULB), BELGIUM
Website: http://www.ulb.ac.be/soco/mocho
NIEPS: Network for Integrated European Population Studies (HPSE CT99-00005) 

Co-ordinator: Thérèse Jacobs, Population and Family Studies Centre (CBGS), BELGIUM 

Website: http://www.cbgs.be/repository/nieps_final_report.pdf
SocCare: New kinds of families, new kinds of Social Care: shaping multi-dimensional European policies for informal and formal care (HPSE CT99-00010)
Co-ordinators: Jorma Sipilä and Teppo Kröger, University of Tampere, FINLAND

Website: http://www.uta.fi/laitokset/sospol/soccare
TSFEPS: Changing Family Structure and Social Policy: childcare services in Europe and social cohesion (HPSE-CT2001-0006) 

Co-ordinators: Bernard Eme and Laurent Fraisse, Centre de Recherche et d’Information sur la Démocratie et l’Autonomie (CRIDA), Laboratoire de sociologie du changement des institutions (CRIDA-LSCI), FRANCE

Website: http://www.emes.net/en/recherche/tsfeps/index.php
W&M: Working and Mothering: social practices and social policies (SOE1-CT-1110)
Co-ordinator: Ute Gerhard, Johann Wolfgang Goethe Universität, Frankfurt am Main, GERMANY

Website: http://www.ercomer.org/research/48.html
2. COUNTRY MIX AND METHODS IN F&W PROJECTS AND NETWORKS
	Acronym
	Participating countries
	Main method

	HWF
	AT (CO), BU, CZ, HU, NL, RO, UK
	Design and implementation of face-to-face/ telephone survey

	FENICs
	UK (CO), DE, ES, FR, NL
	Multivariate modelling using large-scale datasets

	MoCho
	BE (CO), EL, FR, IT, NL
	Comparative econometric analysis of existing data sets

	DynSoc
	UK (CO), DE, DK, IR, IT, NL
	Longitudinal analysis of panel data (ECHP)

	FADSE
	UK (CO), AT, DE, EL, NO, PT, UK
	Longitudinal and cross-sectional analysis of panel data (ECHP)

	NIEPS network
	BE (CO), AT, CZ, DE, EE, FI, HU, IT, LV, NL, PL
	Workshops to discuss and analyse survey-generated datasets 

	Men network
	UK (CO), DE, EE, FI, IT, LV, NO, PL, RU, UK
	Collation and analysis of official, media and academic data

	W&M network
	DE (CO), DE, FR, IT, NL, NO, UK
	Multi-disciplinary analysis of existing studies in workshops

	IPROSEC
	UK (CO), DE, EE, EL, ES, FR, HU, IR, IT, PL, SE 
	In-depth interviews and contextual analysis 

	FARE
	IT (CO), DE, FR, SE, UK,
	Structured and semi-structured interviews and contextual analysis

	TSFEPS
	FR (CO), BE, BU, DE, ES, IT, SE, UK
	Case studies, using participant observation and in-depth interviews

	SocCare
	FI (CO), FR, IT, PT, UK s
	Case studies, using in-depth interviews

	Caring
	UK (CO), DK, ES, HU, NL, SE
	Case studies, using in-depth interviews and video observation 


( The overview presented here draws on published work by the author listed at the end of the paper.
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