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EMERGING ASSUMPTIONS 
ABOUT ORGANIZATION DESIGN, 
KNOWLEDGE AND ACTION
ALAN MEYER

Abstract: Participants in the Organizational Design Community’s 2013 Annual Conference 
faced the challenge of “making organization design knowledge actionable.” This essay 
VXPPDUL]HV� WKH� RSLQLRQV� DQG� LQVLJKWV� SDUWLFLSDQWV� VKDUHG� GXULQJ� WKH� FRQIHUHQFH�� ,� UHÀHFW�
on these ideas, connect them to recent scholarly thinking about organization design, and 
conclude that seeking to make design knowledge actionable is nudging the community 
away from an assumption set based upon linearity and equilibrium, and toward a new set of 
assumptions based on emergence, self-organization, and non-linearity.

Keywords: Organization design, actionable knowledge, design thinking, evolutionary 
experimentation, non-linearity, emergence

I was one of the members of the Organizational Design Community (ODC) who attended 
the conference on Making Organization Design Knowledge Actionable. We grappled with 
a source of long-standing discontent for both practitioners and scholars: Although there is 
a very large body of knowledge about organizations and organizing, examples of effective 
applications of this knowledge in designing real organizations are few and far between.

:K\�LV�WKLV"�6RPH�REVHUYHUV�VXJJHVW�WKDW�UHVHDUFKHUV¶�SUHRFFXSDWLRQ�ZLWK�VFLHQWL¿F�ULJRU�
KDV�PHDQW�VDFUL¿FLQJ�SUDFWLFDO�UHOHYDQFH��$OGDJ��������+DPEULFN���������2WKHU�REVHUYHUV�
say organizational scholars have grown “self-absorbed” and “self-indulgent” and, as a result, 
inattentive to human welfare and world affairs (Starbuck, 2003). Still others imply that we 
need to become better salespeople for the discipline. For example, the editor of a special 
issue of Administrative Science Quarterly on The Utilization of Organizational Research 
concluded:

The predominant use of organizational research probably occurs through gradual 

seepage into organizations of new ideas, metaphors, and rationales for explaining 

human behavior. At various times, someone uses some of these ideas to reach a 

decision or to take new actions. Often, people use them to justify either a decision 

already reached or existing activities. Inevitably, people use or distort ideas derived 

from organizational research to pursue their own advantage and sometimes even to 

harm someone else.” (Beyer, 1982: 615) 

Our focus in the conference was not on determining why design knowledge has not 
been applied instrumentally in the past but rather on asking what ODC members might do 
to improve matters in the future. We started the morning by analyzing a living case that 
ODLG� EDUH� WKH� GHVLJQ� FKDOOHQJHV� IDFLQJ�$VFHQVLRQ� +HDOWK�� ,Q� WKH� DIWHUQRRQ�� ZH� OLVWHQHG�
to short presentations on new design tactics, and we engaged in several rounds of small 
group discussions probing for fresh approaches to making organization design knowledge 
actionable.

0\�REMHFWLYHV� LQ� WKLV� HVVD\� DUH� WR� UHÀHFW� RQ� WKH� LGHDV� WKDW� VXUIDFHG� DW� WKH� FRQIHUHQFH��
consider recent scholarly writing on design, and think broadly about pathways to improving 
the utilization of our design knowledge. My overall assessment is that design-oriented 
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organizational scholars are in the process of shifting from one integrated set of assumptions 
WR� DQRWKHU� VRPHZKDW�PRUH� DPRUSKRXV� VHW� RI� DVVXPSWLRQV�� 6SHFL¿FDOO\�� ,� EHOLHYH� WKDW� DQ�
amalgam of mutually reinforcing beliefs, theories, and methods honoring the notions of 
OLQHDULW\�DQG�HTXLOLEULXP�KDV�KHOG�EDFN�WKH�DSSOLFDWLRQ�RI�GHVLJQ�NQRZOHGJH��EXW� WKH�¿HOG�
shows signs of switching to a new set of assumptions that embraces non-linearity, self-
organization, and emergence (Meyer, Gaba, & Colwell, 2005). For the purposes of this essay, 
I have organized my observations into three related sets of assumptions, focusing respectively 
on the essence of organization design, the basis of design knowledge, and the nature of action 
required to enact a particular design. Established and emerging versions of these assumption 
sets are shown below in Tables 1-3.

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT DESIGN
Past approaches to organization design have taken it for granted that top-notch designs display 
³¿W´��³FRQJUXHQFH´��RU�³DOLJQPHQW´��,Q�SUDFWLFH��WKLV�PHDQV�WKDW�LQWHUQDO�DOLJQPHQWV�VKRXOG�
be created between separate components of designs such as strategic objectives, reporting 
relationships, and reward systems, and external alignments should be devised to match 
RUJDQL]DWLRQDO�GHVLJQV�ZLWK�HQYLURQPHQWDO�DWWULEXWHV��1DGOHU�	�7XVKPDQ���������(VWDEOLVKHG�
GHVLJQ� WHPSODWHV� W\SLFDOO\� FRQVLVW� RI� KLHUDUFKLFDO� FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV� RI� QHVWHG� VXEXQLWV�� RIWHQ�
accompanied by repertoires of processes and routines devised to direct and control member 
EHKDYLRU�ZLWKLQ�WKRVH�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV�

Both theories of organization and prevailing research methodologies are infused with 
implicit and explicit assumptions of equilibrium (Meyer, et al., 2005), so it is only natural that 
organizational designs have sought to stabilize social structures, control members’ behavior, 
and absorb uncertainty. The fundamental, albeit implicit, purpose of various designs has 
been to boost organizations’ abilities to extract value from opportunities presented by their 
environments. Academic designers of organizations have, by and large, regarded their 
products as conceptual models. Organizational practitioners have, by and large, regarded 
them as metaphysical abstractions.

Table 1. Assumptions About Organizational Designs

Established Assumptions Emerging Assumptions 

"Fit" and "congruence" constitute fundamentals of 
good designs. Designers must align components of 
designs with each other and with environments.

Organizations face multiple environments and these 
environments evolve continuously. Designers should 
DYRLG�ULJLG�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV�RI�FRPSRQHQWV�DQG�WLJKW�
alignments with environmental elements.

Organization designs should be encoded in 
KLHUDUFKLFDO�VWUXFWXUDO�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV�VXSSRUWHG�
by organizational routines that program members’ 
behavior.

Organization designs should emerge from "design 
thinking" by invoking principles that generate 
empathy with users, identify related worlds, and test 
new ideas via rapid prototyping.

Designs should propel organizations toward 
equilibrium. Designers should create structures and 
processes that ensure control, create stability, and 
absorb uncertainty.

Organization designs should propel organizations 
away from equilibrium for that is where self-
organizing processes can occur. Designs should set in 
motion novel actions in pursuit of novel goals.

Designers should incorporate features into 
the organization that allow it to capitalize on 
environmental opportunities.

Designers may seek to change environments to 
UHQGHU�WKHP�PRUH�PXQL¿FHQW�IRU�DQG�UHFHSWLYH�WR�
organizations.

Designs are purely cognitive or ideational patterns 
constructed from abstract ideas.

Design principles can be elicited by behavioral 
simulations in the laboratory and discovered by acting 
within 3D virtual environments. 

Many of those attending the conference expressed beliefs and assumptions (summarized 
on the right-hand side of Table 1) that challenge the conventional wisdom concerning 
organization design, knowledge, and action. Eric Engler, a principal architect of Ascension 
+HDOWK¶V�VWUDWHJ\�DQG�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��VWDUWHG�RII�WKH�FRQIHUHQFH�E\�SDLQWLQJ�D�SRUWUDLW�RI�D�ORRVHO\�
integrated healthcare organization facing multiple regional environments that are changing at 
different rates. Scholars have recently recommended designing organizations that face such 
FRQGLWLRQV�DV�ÀH[LEOH�DQG�ORRVHO\�FRXSOHG�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV��'XQEDU�	�6WDUEXFN��������±�WKDW�
is, thinking of organization design not as a stable structure to achieve but as a developmental 
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process to keep underway or a string of evolutionary experiments (Meyer et al., 2005).
/DWHU�LQ�WKH�PRUQLQJ��1DWDOLH�1L[RQ�FKDOOHQJHG�WKH�HVWDEOLVKHG�KLHUDUFKLFDO�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ�

assumption, remarking that “the problem is there’s not enough design thinking in organizational 
design.” When asked to elaborate, she said that design thinking is a problem-solving process 
that begins with the question, What problem am I solving for the user? Thus, professional 
designers start the problem-solving process by taking an empathetic stance. Then they begin 
to search in “related worlds” for similar needs, experiences, and possible solutions. Lastly, as 
IHDVLEOH�VROXWLRQV�EHJLQ�WR�GHYHORS��GHVLJQHUV�HQJDJH�LQ�SURWRW\SLQJ�WR�WHVW�DQG�UH¿QH�WKHP��
Overall, design thinking produces solutions that have a solid chance of success.

In contrast to the belief that designs ought to propel organizations toward equilibrium and 
keep them there, an emerging view holds that designs ought to push organizations away from 
HTXLOLEULXP��'XQEDU��5RPPH��	�6WDUEXFN��������DQG�KDUQHVV�SURFHVVHV�RI�VHOI�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��
More recent theorizing conceiving of organizations as complex adaptive systems lends 
VXSSRUW�WR�WKLV�OLQH�RI�WKRXJKW��$QGHUVRQ���������7KLV�WKHRUL]LQJ�DUJXHV�WKDW�DV�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�
move away from equilibrium, system-level order can spontaneously arise from the action and 
interaction of system components, without intervention by a central designer (Chiles, Meyer, 
	�+HQFK��������

Jay Galbraith made a related point in the conference, remarking that in his role as a design 
consultant he never proposes new structures for a client to install but focuses instead on 
LQLWLDWLQJ�ODWHUDO�SURFHVVHV��³,�QHYHU� WRXFK�VWUXFWXUH�±� LW¶V�DOO�DERXW�SURFHVV��<RX�GRQ¶W�SXW�
VWUXFWXUHV�LQWR�SODFH�XQOHVV�\RX�KDYH�WKH�VWUDWHJ\�GRZQ�SDW��+RZ�FDQ�\RX�DFW�LQWHOOLJHQWO\�
LI� \RX� GRQ¶W� NQRZ�ZKDW� \RX� ZDQW� WR� GR"´� ,Q� UHÀHFWLQJ� RQ� WKH� GHVLJQ� FKDOOHQJHV� IDFLQJ�
$VFHQVLRQ�+HDOWK��&KDUOHV�6QRZ�PDGH�D�VLPLODU�REVHUYDWLRQ�

We do know a lot about particular designs – what they’re good for and not good for – 

and we can mix and match them in a modular style and get some predictable results. 

But until you know what the future environment will be like, what do you design for?

2QH�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�FRXOG�EH�WKDW�LQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�GHVLJQLQJ�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�WR�¿W�
their future environments, designers could expand their targeted domain by helping to enact 
environmental conditions that will become more auspicious for their organizational clients. 
Such an expanded focus might indeed help organizations become more effective, but it also 
pushes designers into the realms of power, politics, and ethics.

Finally, in contrast to the established understanding of organization designs as purely 
cognitive models, some participants in the conference reported that they were turning to 
members’ behaviors as a source of design inspiration. Phanish Puranam described his work 
XVLQJ� ODERUDWRU\� VLPXODWLRQV� WR� GHPRQVWUDWH� DQG� WHVW� GHVLJQ� SULQFLSOHV��+H� VDLG� WKDW�ZLWK�
FDUHIXO�VSHFL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SUREOHP��LW¶V�SRVVLEOH�WR�UHSOLFDWH�UHDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�LQ�WKH�ODE��
Ana Reyes’ presentation showcased the use of three-dimensional virtual environments to 
enable participants to prototype and experiment with novel social structures and processes 
by assuming virtual identities in the form of avatars.

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT KNOWLEDGE
Where does design knowledge about organizations come from? The established viewpoint 
is that knowledge is created by performing discrete tasks in a linear sequence. First, scholars 
design research studies that enable them to observe organizations and develop causal models 
of how they work. Then practitioners and/or consultants turn scholars’ models into blueprints 
and implement them, leaving managers to occupy and operate the organizational structures 
once they are in place.

This division of labor means that research designs are invariably retrospective because 
VFKRODUV�RQO\�VWXG\�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�WKDW�FXUUHQWO\�H[LVW�RU�KDYH�H[LVWHG�LQ�WKH�SDVW��+RZHYHU��
scholars’ historical observations of individual organizations yield models that become 
“unrealistically complex as they develop elaborate explanations for events that are random 
RU� LGLRV\QFUDWLF� SHUWXUEDWLRQV� IURP� ZKDW� LV� QRUPDO´� �'XQEDU� HW� DO��� ������ ������ 2WKHU�
retrospective studies use secondary data drawn from large samples to build descriptive 
SUR¿OHV�RI�DYHUDJH�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��+RZHYHU��SUR¿OHV�RI�DYHUDJH�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�DUH�XQOLNHO\�WR�
supply templates for designing novel or excellent organizations. “Truly innovative designs 
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must originate in deviant cases or fantasies rather than in statistical norms” (Nystrom & 
6WDUEXFN��������[YLL��

Established dictums about social science theory and methodology pervade the research 
studies that scholars have conducted to generate organization design knowledge. Nomological 
QHWV��RSHUDWLRQDO�GH¿QLWLRQV��DQG�WHVWV�RI�VWDWLVWLFDO�VLJQL¿FDQFH�DUH�HPEOHPDWLF�RI�WKH�YDOLGLW\�
upon which design knowledge has been thought to depend. Valid research results, of course, 
are regarded as the sine qua non for developing credible organization design prescriptions. 

Table 2. Assumptions About Design Knowledge

Established Assumptions Emerging Assumptions 

Once knowledge has been created by scholars, it may 
then be transferred into application by practitioners. 

Knowledge is generated through the skilled translation 
of ideas back and forth between academic and 
practitioner communities.

Knowledge arises from the systematic analysis of 
scholars’ retrospective descriptions of historical 
organizational structures and processes. 

To be useful, knowledge must incorporate 
contemporary organizational phenomena like 
information technologies and globalization.

Credible design knowledge comes from collecting 
objective data from large numbers of organizations, 
conducting systematic analyses of these data, and 
calculating quantitative relationships between design 
attributes and outcomes. 

&UHGLEOH�GHVLJQ�NQRZOHGJH�FRPHV�IURP�¿HOG�UHVHDUFK��
open-ended conversations with practitioners, and 
naturalistic observations. Knowledge is valid only 
when outcomes are predicted a priori, designs are 
implemented in context, and results are observed in 
real time. 

Design knowledge achieves validity though 
QRPRORJLFDO�ULJRU��RSHUDWLRQDO�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�YDULDEOHV��
and documentation of causal relationships between 
carefully measured variables, as demonstrated by 
statistical analyses.

Design knowledge achieves pragmatic validity 
through communication in clear and evocative 
language, should often be elucidated in narrative form, 
DQG�EHQH¿WV�IURP�LOOXVWUDWLRQ�LQ�SLFWRULDO�GLDJUDPV�

Prescriptions for designing organizations ought to be 
deduced logically from scholars’ theoretical models 
and show how design attributes will bring about 
desired outcomes.

Design prescriptions should spring from designers' 
interventions because the full range of possible 
structures often is not exhibited by existing 
organizations, and the full range of feasible actions 
often cannot be imagined by their members.

Conference participants’ views on the origins of organizational knowledge moved beyond 
role specialization and division of labor to adopt a more collaborative posture, emphasizing 
the importance of engagement, conversation, and collaboration between scholars and 
practitioners. Andy Van de Ven presented his views on the crucial importance of early, close, 
and ongoing engagement between scholars and practitioners in seeking solutions to design 
SUREOHPV�±�D�SURFHVV�KH�FDOOV�³HQJDJHG�VFKRODUVKLS´��9DQ�GH�9HQ���������5RQ�%XUW�FRQFXUUHG��
going on to argue that the value of such engagement arises not from information transfer or 
EURNHUDJH�EXW�IURP�VNLOO�LQ�³WUDQVODWLQJ´�LQIRUPDWLRQ�WKDW�FDQ�RQO\�ÀRXULVK�ZKHQ�PHPEHUV�RI�
GLIIHUHQW�RFFXSDWLRQDO�FRPPXQLWLHV�LQWHUDFW��+H�ZHQW�RQ�WR�VD\�

Translation isn’t an information retrieval mechanism. It changes who you are. You learn 

another language, and that means not only can you take insights out of the applied 

base, but you can translate them back in a way that is more compelling. I want to 

inoculate against the common misunderstanding that this is a way to get information. 

It’s not. It’s a way to be a different kind of person.

In contrast to the established practice of seeking to generate design knowledge by studying 
organizations in large samples and in retrospect, the dialogue at the conference addressed 
the importance of observing organizations one-by-one, and addressing recent phenomena 
OLNH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�WHFKQRORJLHV��VRFLDO�PHGLD��DQG�JOREDOL]DWLRQ�±�DQG�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�$VFHQVLRQ�
+HDOWK��WKH�$IIRUGDEOH�&DUH�$FW��%RWK�VFKRODUV�DQG�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�VDZ�JUHDWHU�YDOXH�LQ�GDWD�
JDWKHUHG�WKURXJK�¿HOG�UHVHDUFK�WKDQ�LQ�VHFRQGDU\�DQG�DUFKLYDO�GDWD��6HYHUDO�RI�XV�RSLQHG�WKDW�
knowledge about the utility of a particular organizational design becomes truly credible only 
when the design’s outcomes are predicted ahead of implementation, and when results are 
observed in context and as they emerge.

,QVWHDG�RI�WKH�FRQYHQWLRQDO�VRFLDO�VFLHQWL¿F�YLHZ�RI�YDOLGLW\��D�YLHZ�KHOG�E\�PDQ\�DW�WKH�
conference is that the pragmatic validity of knowledge about design turns upon designers’ 
abilities to portray their templates in clear and evocative language. Compelling narrative 



20

Alan Meyer Emerging Assumptions About Organization Design, 
Knowledge And Action

accounts and graphic diagrams may be more convincing and offer clearer guidance to 
those engaging in implementation than cleverly operationalized variables and statistically 
supported causal hypotheses.

An overriding theme from the conference is that action and knowledge are closely 
intertwined. This assumption was evident in Andy Van de Ven’s remarks on engaged 
scholarship:

Organization design doesn’t have neat, known, stable answers. Knowledge transfer 

can’t close the gap between academics and practitioners. Instead, it’s a problem of 

knowledge co-production. When you’re talking about organization design knowledge, 

it is more useful to produce it through joint engagement.

The entanglement of action and knowledge ran through Natalie Nixon’s remarks about 
the importance of iterative prototyping, Jay Galbraith’s call for cross-functional teams, and 
Alan Meyer’s characterization of the design process as a series of evolutionary experiments. 
'XQEDU��5RPPH��DQG�6WDUEXFN��������KDYH�DUJXHG�WKDW�RQO\�E\�LQWHUYHQLQJ�LQ�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�
can would-be designers come to understand them well enough to make useful design 
prescriptions. They note that pressures for conformity and respectability can impose strong 
FRQVWUDLQWV�WKDW�SUHYHQW�WRS�PDQDJHUV�IURP�DGRSWLQJ�XQFRQYHQWLRQDO�VWUXFWXUDO�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV�
WKDW�PLJKW�WXUQ�RXW�WR�EH�HIIHFWXDO��6LPLODUO\��QRUPV�RI�UDWLRQDOLW\�PD\�VWLÀH�FUHDWLYLW\�DQG�
prevent organizational members from conceiving of unorthodox actions that might prove 
IHDVLEOH�DQG�EHQH¿FLDO�

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT ACTION
Most established organization design efforts are rooted in a rational model of action (March, 
2006). This normative model holds that understanding should precede action, and the results of 
action should be measured against predetermined goals. The rational model enjoins designers 
WR�XQGHUVWDQG��DFW��DQG�HYDOXDWH�±�LQ�WKDW�RUGHU��7KLV�DFWLRQ�PRGHO�LPSOLHV�WKDW�GHVLJQLQJ�LV�
an activity that should be embarked upon periodically not continuously. Only by designing 
in installments can outcomes be evaluated and linked to design interventions. The rational 
model of action supports the division of labor discussed above: Scholars should understand 
organizations, consultants should translate scholars’ understandings, and practitioners should 
take action based on understanding.

Table 3. Assumptions about Action

Established Assumptions Emerging Assumptions 

Model of action:
8QGHUVWDQG�ĺ�$FW�ĺ�(YDOXDWH

Model of action:
(YDOXDWH�ĺ�$FW�ĺ�8QGHUVWDQG

Designers must understand organizations before they 
attempt to change them.

Designers cannot understand organizations until and 
unless they try to change them. 

Organization design should be undertaken in an 
episodic or periodic fashion.

Organization design should be an ongoing, continuous 
process.

Designing should be decomposed into specialized 
roles that are invoked sequentially. Scholars should 
understand, consultants should translate, and 
practitioners should implement. 

Designing should unfold as an iterative sequence 
of experiments in which scholars, consultants, and 
practitioners collaborate in acting, evaluating, and 
designing.

Several participants in the conference offered support for a model of action that 
accumulates knowledge through feedback from experience instead of through analysis and 
anticipation (March, 2006). This mechanism has been termed “existential action” (Walsh, 
Meyer, & Schoonhoven, 2006), “experiential learning” (Greve, 2003), and “evolutionary 
experimentation” (Meyer et al., 2005). In this model, action becomes the basis for 
understanding. The model enjoins designers to begin by evaluating a focal organization’s 
context and then to ask, What could we do here on a small scale that makes sense in the short 
run? Observation of the outcomes of experimental actions affords the basis for discerning 
principles of organization design. Andy Van de Ven put it like this: “It’s the way 3M became 
VR�VXFFHVVIXO�±�\RX�PDNH�D�OLWWOH��DQG�\RX�VHOO�D�OLWWOH��WKHQ�\RX�PDNH�D�OLWWOH�PRUH��DQG�\RX�
sell a little more.”
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Approaching organization design as evolutionary experimentation capitalizes on a 
fundamental aspect of complex adaptive systems: When agents engage in local behavior, they 
generate global design characteristics that feed back to alter the way the agents interact. Thus, 
actions not only proceed along feedback loops but can also change those loops (Anderson, 
������

CONCLUSION
Social interactions at the conference epitomized and demonstrated many of the emerging 
assumptions listed in Tables 1-3. Knowledge was shared in narrative and graphic fashion, 
DQG� LW�ZDV� FUHDWHG� RQ� WKH�À\� WKURXJK� VNLOOHG� WUDQVODWLRQ� RI� LGHDV� EHWZHHQ� DFDGHPLFV� DQG�
practitioners. “Design” thinking spilled over into “research” thinking, as analogies were 
drawn between designing products, software, screwdrivers, and systems to designing 
experiences and services such as delivering healthcare to the poor and vulnerable members 
of society.

I suspect that some of the academics in attendance may have realized that organization 
design and research design are “related worlds.” Research designs, like organization designs, 
ought to be regarded as experimental prototypes. Both kinds of designs should be treated as 
UHQHZDEOH�OLFHQVHV�UDWKHU� WKDQ�¿[HG�FRQVWLWXWLRQV��,Q�VSHFLI\LQJ�XQLWV��VWUXFWXUHV��V\VWHPV��
and processes, designers of both research studies and organizations “should prefer options 
that are temporary rather than permanent, correctable rather than correct, and discoverable 
rather than known” (Meyer et al., 2005: 471).
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