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CHANGING POWER ACTOFIS IN

A MIDWESTERN COMMUNITY*

by

John L.1( ait, Joe M. Bohlen, and Edward A. WedmaA**

INTRODUCTION

Social change has been occurring at a rapidly increasing rate. The

social, economic, and technological changes continue to have a significant

impact on social system's at all levels in our American society. ,At the lo-

cal community level, these social changes affect the community power structure

and the decision-making procesAs.

-One of the concerns of change agents, community leaders, and citizens is

the extant to which social changes have affected decision-making structures

ft the local level. -HaVIle the social changes resulted in altering the power

actors who make major policy decisions in communities tai' affect the direction

social change takes at the local level? Have these changes resulted in greater

represenehtpn among the community power actors of community sectors not tradi-

tionally'repressented in community decision-making structures; e.g., lower eco-
-

nomic levels, minorities? Or have the individuals represented'in the community

power actor pool changed, but the occupational,. income, educational, and social

participational levels that they represent remained relatively constant? The

changing nature of community poket actor pools is of primary concern to change

agents, community leaders, and citizens who desire to improve the quality of

life in the local community.

*Journal Paper No. 8278 of the Iowa Agriculture and Home Economics Experiment
Station; Ames, Iowa. Project No. 1996, in cooperation with the IOwa Coopera-
tive Extension Service.

**Associate Professor of Sociology and Extension Sociologist, Professor of
Sociology, and Graduate Assistant, respectively, in the Department of Sociology
and Anthropology, Iowa State University of Sciehce and Technology, Ames, Iowa.
1975. The authors wish to express their appreciation to Dr. Richard D. Warren,
Professor of Sociology at Iowa State University, for his contribution in the
"statistical analysis for this paper.
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The changing nature of community power actors is-the focus of-this-paper.

In 1962, a team of researchers at Iowa StateUniversity initiated a research

project on the comparative analysis of community social power in five rural

Iowa communities. This project involved the development of a Iheoretisal

framework,for the purposes of guiding, research on social power in community

and county socia1Jsystems.,The five communities in whiCh the Social power mo-

del was operationalized ranged in pdpulation dize from 600 to 5,000. .Tte re- .

search findings and their implications for change,agernts have been provided in

various monographs, professional papers, 4npublished doctoral dissertations,

and unpublished masters' theses. (Powe0/, 1963, 1965; Bohlen, Beal, Klonglan,

and Tait, 1964 1965, 1966; Tait, 1964; Marshall, 1965; Tait and Beal, 1965;

Tait and Bohlen, 1967; Jenkins, 1966).*

In 1973, Iowa State University initiated a restudy of the-largest'commu-

Aty, Prairie City, studied in 1962. Because comparable research designs were

used at both times, it is possible to conduct a longitudinal analysis to de-

termine the changing nature of,community social Rower over time.

The major objective of this paper is to' coalp4are the personal and social

characteristics of the power actor p9b1 in 1962-and 1,73.
4, 1

A SOCIAL POWER MODEL '

The social power model developed in 1962 was used as the basic frame-
NN,

work for guiding the power actor research during both periods. Only a brief \\

summary of the major concepts and some of theirinterrelationships are pre-

sented here.

*The community social power research project was initiated and implemented in

1962 as one part of a larger research project -- Sociological Studies in

Civil Defense. The Project Co-Directors for this research project were Dr.
GeorgerM. Beal, Dr. Joe M. Bohlen, and Dr. Gerald E. Klonglan who are members

of the faculty in the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at Iowa State

University, Ames, Iowa. Dr. John L. Tait served as Task-Area Coordinator for

the community social povier research project. Other research team members who

made significant contributions to the development and testing of the soclal

power model were Dr. Ronald C. Powers and Dr. Qentin Jenkins. Dr. Powers is

Assistant Director, Cooperative Extension Service, Iowa State University. Dr.

Jenkins is Associate Professor of Sociology at Louisiana State Oliversity.

Mrs. Billie Jo Haskins (present address not known) made a significant contri-

bution in operationalizing the social power model in one of the five communi-

ties.

( MO el



Social 'Power

1

Social'pOwer(islhfineeas the capa)ollity4o ccktrol tt e behavior of others.

In social systems such as communities, the ability to control the behavior of

others is differentially distributed among peciple. Social power Is not, randomly
. -

distributed among the,cOmmuvity's population.

Sources of social power are thavariAus bases that give a power actorthe

capability to control the behavior orothets. The sources of social power may

beclassified into two ma or categories; namely, authority and influence.

Authority is the-dapab iffy to cdntvol,tkbehavior of others as determined

by the members of the Social system. Established authority always resides in a

s&tus-wofe ana not iv tIEQ *individual as such. The incutbent of a status -role

or office cannot take_theauthority with him upon leaving the offi5e.
7

Influen& is that capability to control the behavior of others that is not-

forma ly:designated by the social system. The capability of anacter (or actors)'

?to in luence othtrs resides in the individual, actors_ their facilities, rather'

than in the foymalized status-rdles of the specific social system. Some examples

of facilities which give actors the capability to influence others are human re-

lations
.,% 4,

skills intelligence, wealth,'-control of mass media, reputation, refl.-
. )

... .

gious affiliation, p st authority positigns, status within a church, family pres-

tige, and past.achi vements. .,Influence also results from the fact that certain! 0
:".

individual actors get into a superordinate position IT relation to-otheAbe-

c se'of their ability to exert their wills in relation to these subordinates

Ida d iko bring sanctions to bear-1n ways that' are beyond they authority given to

them ty the system if the subordinates do not conform to thfir wills.

if

Power` Actors

Power actors are the actor of the social system who are perceived to have

social power' and affect the community decision-making processes. They are per-

ceived to have more social power than other actors with whit to affect commu-

nity decisions. The,a0.*al power that community power actor have may depend

upon the interaction of vrious sources of social power.

5
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Power Structure

A power structure t that pattern or-relationships among individuals

that enables.the individuals possessing social power to act in concert to

affect the decision-making of the Social system 44na given issuerarea. To-

' clarify the concept, individuals working separately toward'a common goal in

the 4social system without communication among individuals does not con-

stitute a power structure. In many communi;ies, there are several power

structures. The power actors who affect the decision-making process in gov-

ernmexrCmay differ from the power\actors whigodecide the course of industrial

deifelopment. There may also be opposing power structures within an issue

area that offer alternative courses of action. A general power structure

that legitimizes most social action prciliams may not exist. 4

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

In discussing what other social scientists have found to be the rela-

tionship between power actors and their personal and social charactehstics,

Miller (1952) fibund; in a northeastern community, that influence'seemed to

be based upon the possession of social roperty or other resources or profiL
.)

ciencies.

Hunter (1953) discussed the occupational differences between power actors

in the upper and under power structures of his study of Regional City. The

upper power structure was found to comprise power actors who were primarily

economic dominants. In contrast, the under power structure was found to be

made up of professionals and individuals ta elected authority positions.

Belknap and Smuckler (1956) interviewed. both leSders and nonleaders in a

midwestern community. They concludes that occupational position was the most

important determinant of leadership in comparison with other individual char-

acteristics.

In reviewing the works of the Lynds, Mills, and Hunter, Bell 61960)

suggested that powetactors had characteristics nor representative of the. gen-

Laral population. Bell suggested that they are predominantly: 1) men, 2) native

born and white, 3) born into a business'or professional family, 4) have a college

education, and 5) have high prestige, and 6) high income.

I



In a studtr of Ihnsing,""torm and Sauer (1960) found that-four-fifths of

the,community influentials were businessmen. They also .fiund that the-typical

influential had completeg_college and that alilost half of the influentials

were between the ages of 51 and 6&.

-Miller (1961) suggest, from his study,of Pac*iftc City, that the local

government was a relatively weak power center, with businessmdn exerting the

predominfnt inflUerfce in decision-making.

Oft the basis of power studies completed in American communities, Scher-
.

concluded that nongovernmental leaders'tended to 'lave more
7.\

nity affairs than lezders in official,authority positions. He

that businessmen constituted the predominant occupational

merhorn (1964

power in comm

also conclude

sector of the community. power structure.

PAJ;s (196) :-Ta his study of a rural midwestern community, compared

the personal and social characteristics of power actors with those c a ran-

dom sample of the total population. He concluded from this study that influ-

entials had a higher median income and amount of formal education. He also

found influentials on the whole to be members df the Methodist Churcle'and to

own their own businesses,

Thometz (1963) found fromhe Dallas study that persons with authority

positions tended not to appearlimong the top decision-makers. Kay power actors

in Dallas were found not to participate in the formal aspepts of organizations,

although they,/held memberships in many associations.
4

Clelland andAForM (1964) CoriCluded froi their research of community power

and power actors that economic dominants tended to wAhdrey from political

offices and, later, from other civic aasoclations in the community.

Bohlen, Beal, Klonglan, and Tait(1964),in a study of Prairie City com-

pared the personal and social characteristics of the power actors with a random

sample of the general population. Power actors were found to differ signifi-

cantly on occupations. They also found that the power actors were more likely

to be Republican in tlheir politician orientation, to have a higher income, to

have more fomal education, and to be older.

In-EltPaso, D'Antonio and Form (1965) found the strongest interest group

to be the CCC (City-County Committee) composed of approximately ZOO of the lea-

ding businessmen and professionals. Here again, the men who were perceived to

have the most social power to affect the community decision-making process were

not the men with' occupations representative of elected authority positions.

(1(1()7
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Merton (1968), in his study of Rovere, identified two types of power

actors with differing types of social characeristics. Localities tended to

Confine their interests to the community, tended to be typically concerned

with knowing as many people as possible, and their influence rested on an
'14

4e
elaborate network of personal relationships. In contrast, cosmopolites were

significantly'orienteld toward the world outside the local community. They

had 14tle interest in meeting as many people as" possible, and their influence
!!!

rested on their prestigelbf previo9s achievements and previously acquired

skills.

This review of_social power studies, as well as others, indicates/that

much of the research*has dealt only withfower actors and their occupatiodal
.

status. Liittle has been done tot-txamine the educational, income, political,

and social participation characteristics of poWer Actors. Also, most studies

have not been longitudinal; therefore, the-occupational statuses and other

personal and social-characteristics of'power actors have not been examined on

a comparative basis over tine.

METHODOLOGY*

In 1973, a restudy was carried out in the community of Praftie City.

During the past decade;Rrairie City declined in population from 4,501 to

4,376, or -2.8 percent.

Field Procedures

The field procedures for identifying the power actors in Prairie City in

both periods involved three phases. They included interviews with 1) Step 1

Community Knowledgeables, 2) Step 2 Community Knowledgeables, and 3) Power

Actors.

Step _b Community Knowledgeables

During this phase, knowledgeables were interviewed to provide 1) names of

persons in the community who would have a broad knowledge of community decision-

*Throughout this paper, the names of communities and counties referred to as a

part of this study are pseudonyms.



making processes, 2) background information on gast alld present community

issues, and 3) names of persons whom they perceived to be gbwer actors;

In 1962, this phase consisted of five IntervAws. Ail 'Step 1.knowledge-

ables lived outside Prairie City. They included a. former county agent,
- I

two newspaper editors, a businessman, and a veterinarian.

In 1973;- it was no longer necessary to contact external sources of infor-

matio since there were sufficient contaco from the original study in 1962.

Because of this situation, three intalf-Views Ire condlacted with most of the

knowledgeables living within Prairie pity. The-three interviews included a

former county extension agent not the same as in 1962), a businessman, and a

group interview with five area and county extension staff who have Conducted

educational pro4grams in the community. Two of the five were members of the

area extension staff and live proximately 30 miles from Prairie City.

'Step 2 Community Knowledgeables

After the interviewing of Step 1 knowledgeables was completed in both

periods, a list of Step 2 inowledgkbles was delineated as having a broad

knowledge of community decision-making processes. These knowledgeables were

interviewed with a formal field schedule at both times. The Step 2 knowledge -
.

ableswere asked to name persons they perceived to have the most social power

in different issue areas.

In 1962, 16 knowledgeables were interviewed.,They represented various

sectors of the community, which included education, agriculture, communicat. xis,

labor, i3olitits, business, and government. During the second step in 1973, 18

knowledgeables were interviewed. The various sectors of the community which.

were represented were education, agriculture, communications, politics, bUsiness,

government, law, religion, and health.

Power Actors

In 1962, as well as in1973, individuals who received three or more men-

tions by Step 2 knowledgeables in either general affairs, industry, or politics

were arbitrarily established as the pool of power actors,

In 1962, 26 individuals were delineated, with 25 being interviewed. In 1973,

there were 38 individuals delineated, with 33 being interviewed. Eight in-

dividuals were delineated ,as power actors in both 1962 and 1973.

(VM9



Bower actors at both times were interviewed with a fdrtal fteld schidule.

They were asked. to give information about the following: 1) the amount of

social power other power.actors and themselves possessed in sPecifIc issue areas,

2) .their social participation in organizations,. 3) rolexpectations of power

actors, `4) bases of'social power"ofi3ower actors, and 5) their personal and

_social charatteristics.

ANALYSIS

As stated, the major objective of this paper is to investigate the lon

tudinal changes that have occurred in the personal and social.characteristi

of the power actor pool in 1962 ant 1-9'13. The expected relationship to be
t

tested for this paper is stated in the geneialypothesis:

1

G.W. 1: The peraonal-andential charatteristics of
pouter actors will not change significantly
over time.

)

--/

Theyariables to be tested upder this general hypothesis,are age, educa-

ttod, ocdUpational prestige, income; length of residence in community and

state, political orientation,;number of memberships in local community organk-
+

zations, and"humber of memberships -11 organftations outside the--local

community.

The variabletrAh this analysisiare operationalized in the following

manner:

1. Age was measured by the power actors' actual age.

,2. Education was measured by the actual number of years of forlmal

education the parer actors had-attaned.

4 3. Occupational prestige wds measured by Duncantal Social EconomicStatus

Index. Some power actors in both studies were women who gavYtheir

occupatint as housewife. To assign them position on the "occupational
\ #

a

index, the head of household's occupation was used to obtain their

occupational designation.

4. Income was measured by placing the power actors' actual income into
1

one of eight income categories with (1) indicating the lowest income

category and (8) indicating the highegt income category. Because of

the longitudinal nature of the analysis, 1962 power actors' incomes

()() 1 0



were adjusted for inflation. This was accomplished by multiply- ,

111.:

ing the 1962 incomes by 1.34h This figure is a result of dividing .

A
the 1962 consumer price index into the 1973 consumer price index.

5. Length.of residence in community and state was measured by t4 power

actors' actual number of years of residence in they communitynnd

state.

6. Political orientation was measured by theower'actors' choice of nine,N

statements on a continuum that best described their own politecal orien-

tation. These statemet were 1) conservative Republican,'2) liberal

. Republican, 3) independent, but close to cOdservatiVe Republican,

4) independent' but close tolibere'l Republican, 5) independent, 6)

independent but close to conservative Democrat, 7) independent,but..

close to liberal Democrat, 8) conservative Democrat, and 9) literal

Democrat.

7. Number of memberships in local community organizations was measured

by summing the total memberships in local organizatiod

8. Number:of memberships in organizations outside the local community was

measured by sur,ing the total membefshipis in organizations outside' he

local community.

The empirical hyPotheses tested were:

E.H. 1: Tie age of power actors will not tchange significantly over time.

E.H. 2: The formal education of power actors will not change significantly
over time.

E.H. 3: The occupational prestige score of power actors whl pot change
significantly over time.

E.H. 4: The i come of pber actors will not change significantly over time.

E.H. 5: e 1 n th of residence in community of power actors will not change

(

significantly over time:

E.H."6: The length of residence in state of power actor.is_wiill not change sig-
nificantly over time.

E.H. 7: The political orientation of power actors will not change significantly
over time.

E.H. 8: The number of memberships in local organisations of power actorswill
not change significantly over time.

E.H. 9: The'number of memberships in or inizatio slpiside the local community
of-power actors will not change signific ntly over time.



The statistical analysis used to test the general hypothesis of this paper

is the student's t-distribution. This particular statistical test will-compare

the means of the variables in 1962 with theimeans of the variables in 1973 to

determine whgther there is ary significant difference between thetwo periods.

-If ,a significant t -value of a variable equal to or greater than the tab-

ular (theoretical) t -value is obtained, it will be concluded that there is a

significant difference between the means of that variable fckr the two periods.

If at-value for a variable is obtained that is less than the tabular (theore-

. 4
ti al) t-value,_thenit will be concluded that there is no significant difference

, between the means of 'that variable for the too periods. The level of signifi-

cance for testing-the difference between means is the .05 level of probabiliti.'

FINDINGS

A

The personal and social characteristics of power actors in 1962 and 1973

are provided in Appendixes A And B of this paper. Table 1 presents the mean

value (for both periods), the tabular t-value, and the thedrttical t-value

for each characteristic emined.
0

The results of the analysis show that the tabular t-values of all the A

`Characteristics were smaller than the theroetipal t-value of 2.000. Because

none of the nine empirical hypothesis were supported, it is concluded that the

data support the general hypothesis that the personal and social characteristics

of powen, actors will not change significantly over ti*ie.

OH 12
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TABLE 1, MEAN VALUES FOR PERSONAL AND SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF POWER
ACTORS IN 1962 and 1973.a

CHARACTERISTIC 1962 1973 VALUE
b

AGE 50.8 49.6 0.43

FORMAL EDUCATION 14.3 14.9 -0.85

OCCUPATIONAL PRESTIGE 83.3 82.3 0.28

INCOME $17,600.00 $18,727.27 -0.69

LENGTH OF RESIDENCE IN COMMUNITY 31.1 27.5 0.84

LENGTH OF RESIDENCE IN STATE 41.2 45.3 -1.03

POLITICAL ORIENTATION 2.4 3.3 -1.43

NUMBER OF MEMBERSHIPS IN LOCAL
ORGANIZATIONS 8.5 8.6 -0.13

NUMBER OF MEMBERSHIPS IN-ORGANI-
ZATIONS OUTSIDE LOCAL COMMUNITY 2.5 3.3 -1.34

-a
The t-test usually used for comparing two means are the paired t-test and the
t-test for two independent samples. Our study with 8 individuals in both the
1962 and 1973 periods does not exactly fit either of these models. Standard
least squares` procedures were used to examine the variation for the repeat
measurement of the 8 individuals when predicting the power index. The model
fitted included the characteristic, time, time X characteristic interaction,
and dummy variables for individuals in both periods. For all characteristics
in Table 1, the variation for individuals in both periods was not significant
at the .05 level of probabilityiwhen used in the multiple-regression model.
In those cases, that variation for individuals in both periods is of sub-
stantive imporgtnce, adjustments to standard least-squares regression pro-
cedures for more appropriate tests are suggested by Fuller and Batlese (1973).

b
To test the significance of,the computed t-value, 56 degrees of freedom were
used and resulted in a theoretical t-value of 2.000.

()ma
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DISCUSSION

Although there was not a statistically significant change between the

opersonal and social characteristics of power actors from 1962 to 1973, there

wag'a slight tendency toward a more Demo atic political orientation. During

the same period, there was a tendency (although not statistically significant)

toward an increased number of memberships in organizations outside the local

community, although the number of memberships in local organizations within

the community remained relatively congant. With the increased virtical or-

ientation of local communities, there_has been a tendency for the power actors

in Prairie City to increase memberships and participation in organizations out-

side the local community, particularly newly oreated regional organizations

such as regional planning, health planning, and the aging council.

Although there was only ati overlap of eight power actors at the two

periods, the occupations represented within the power actor pool changed only

slightly. There was some evidence that ois being identified as a power actor

in the community was in part a function of the power actor's statusrole in

a relevant community subsystem.

For*example, the owner-editor of the commuinity newspaper was a keys power

actor in 1962. During the` intervening period between 1962 and 1973, the owner-

editor sold the newspaper to a regional newspaper chain. Although the former

owner-editor was not identified as a power actor in 1973, the new managing

editor of the absentee-owned newspaper was identifed as a power actor in

1973.

In both periods, businessmen and industrial leaders tended to predominate.

During the intervening period there was an increased number of women identifed

in the power actor pool (from two in 1962 to eight in 1973). Another differnence

was the increased representation of the governmental sector in 1973 as compared

to 1962 (from one in 1962 to four in1973). This may reflect an increasing in-

volvement of local government in community wide issues during the past 10 years.
P

`Although generalizations cannot be made to other communities, the evidence,

based on the longitudinal study of one rural midwestern community suggests to

change agents that the individuals represented within the power actor pool do

change over time, but that the personal and social characteristics of power

()() 1 4
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actors represented within the power _actor pool change only slightly. Finally,

since only eight identified as power a tors in 1962 were among the power actor

pool in 1973, these data-suggest that chan
L-
ge agents need to periodically re-

identify the power actor pool. Although the personal and social characteristics

of the power actors may remain relatively constant,,the actual power actors

who make community decisions are likely to change over time.
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h
e
r
 
t
h
e
 
a
p
p
r
o
p
r
i
a
t
e
 
i
n
c
o
m
e
 
c
a
t
e
g
o
r
y

f
o
r
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o
w
e
r
 
a
c
t
o
r
s
 
a
n
d
 
n
o
t

t
h
e
i
r
 
a
c
t
u
a
l
 
i
n
c
o
m
e
s
.

T
h
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n
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e
 
c
a
t
e
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r
i
e
s
 
w
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r
e
 
(
0
 
u
n
d
e
r
 
$
3
,
0
0
0
,
 
(
2
)
 
$
3
,
0
0
0
 
-
 
4
,
9
9
9
,
 
(
3
)
 
$
5
%
0
0
0
 
-

8
,
9
9
9
,

(
4
)
 
$
9
,
0
0
0
 
-
 
1
1
,
9
9
9
,
 
(
5
)
 
$
1
2
,
0
0
0
 
-
 
1
4
,
9
9
9
,
 
(
6
)
.
$
1
5
,
0
0

-
 
1
9
,
9
9
9
,
 
(
7
)
 
$
2
0
,
0
0
0
 
-
 
2
4
,
9
9
9
 
a
n
d
 
(
8
)
 
$
2
5
,
0
0
0
a
n
d

o
v
e
r
.

T
h
e
 
i
n
c
o
m
e
 
v
a
l
u
e
s
 
p
r
e
s
e
n
t
e
d
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p
e
n
d
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x
 
B
 
r
e
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r
e
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-
-
-
-
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e
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n

v
a
l
u
e
s
 
f
o
r
 
e
a
c
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o
f
 
t
h
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e
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a
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e
g
o
r
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e
s
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