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         PRAISE FOR

SEX, LIES AND THE BALLOT BOX AND MORE SEX, LIES AND THE BALLOT BOX

         ‘Freakonomics for political junkies. The perfect book for anyone with even a passing interest in politics.’

         – DAILY EXPRESS

         ‘Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box is a revelation, a paperback with an eye-catching title and essays by 51 political scientists … Superb and eminently quotable.’

         – THE TIMES

         ‘Smart, funny and illuminating in ways you could never dream of.’

         – EMILY MAITLIS

         ‘This book is such an utterly brilliant idea it is ridiculous that no one has thought of it before. I cannot recommend it highly enough.’

         – JOHN RENTOUL

         ‘It’s like Sgt Pepper but for political geeks.’

         – STEPHEN BUSH, NEW STATESMAN

         ‘A wonderful book of political well-I-nevers.’

         – THE INDEPENDENT

         ‘It does it with such aplomb that no political home’s Christmas tree should be without a copy neatly wrapped and waiting beneath it.’

         – PROGRESS 

         ‘This knits academic research with accessible and thought-provoking questions. If you love elections you’ll be hooked.’

         – MAIL ON SUNDAY

         ‘The political book that everybody’s talking about.’

         – POLITICALBETTING.COM

         ‘Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box is as entertaining as it is thought-provoking.’

         – INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY

         ‘Each chapter is a cruel and forensic exposé of the ill-informed clichés of political reporting. This book must be banned.’

         – GARY GIBBON, POLITICAL EDITOR, CHANNEL 4 NEWS

         ‘Finally, the one book you need before the election. This is a wonderfully eclectic collection of academic research translated into normal English.’

         – THE INDEPENDENT

         ‘A terrific book … Anyone interested in voting and elections would find it enlightening. If I could make it compulsory reading for people who follow my blog, I would…’

         – THE GUARDIAN
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            Foreword

         

         A long, long time ago, so long ago that the governing party had a parliamentary majority and Labour were in power in England, Scotland, Wales and London, I used to be a political activist.

         One thing that hasn’t changed, though, was that the then leader of the Labour Party was not particularly popular and many people, including those who had voted for Labour for a long time, were very angry about a central issue of party policy and were threatening to vote Liberal Democrat. Or Conservative. Or UKIP. Or Esther Rantzen. Or, really, anyone who wasn’t the Labour Party.

         A good friend, who was about my age, used to go door-knocking with me. Door-knocking is a process whereby party members come to your door and ask a bunch of intrusive questions in the hope that you will vote for them in order to make them go away. Door-knocking was a pretty miserable experience and we had a game: to see if we could predict the voting intention of the people we were bothering based only on their front doors and windows.

         Over time, we became quite good at it – the guessing, I mean – and had an increasingly elaborate series of indicators that could predict, to a reasonable degree of accuracy, how someone would vote based on just their door. Little did we realise at the time, but we had cracked the fundamentals of political science.

         Of course, we couldn’t always match the voter to the door, and political scientists aren’t always right, either. Political scientists are the ones who told you that general election campaigns tend not to matter all that much, and that divided parties don’t win elections. Well, OK, political journalists are the ones who told you that, but we only did it because a smart-looking person, or at least someone with the word ‘professor’ in their job title, told us that first.

         So what’s the point of this book? Why should we trust these people when they explain to us, as they will over the coming topics, why door-knocking really works, why polling is so hard to get right, and why ethnic minority Britons tend to vote Labour?

         Well, it’s partly of course that the alternative is listening to whatever half-baked reckons that any passing journalist can muster up from whoever happens to be willing to talk to us in the middle of the day. Just as we couldn’t always get the door right, this is a book that will entertain you, inform you and will, at least, mostly be right.

         Equally importantly, just as years and years after I let my membership lapse and even longer since I last knocked on a door, I still smile whenever I see a messy window box or a mattress on the front lawn, this is a book that will change how you think about politics. Even if sometimes the man with a mattress in his garden is voting for David Cameron after all.

         
             

         

         Stephen Bush

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

            Philip Cowley and Robert Ford

         

         Elections are important. But that isn’t the only reason some people spend their lives studying them.

         Elections are also, at least some of the time, interesting, fun, shocking and exciting. Yet that’s not why you should study them either.

         Elections are always revealing. Those willing to dig into the detail of elections and voting will find human nature, in all its dizzying variety, contained within. That is why they are worth studying.

         This is a book about elections not as a means of choosing governments but as a means to learn about the human condition, and about what makes us tick. ‘If we would learn what the human race really is at bottom’, claimed Mark Twain, ‘we need only observe it at election time’ – and the only thing that has changed since Twain wrote that in 1885 is that the more we learn about elections, the more we realise how accurate he was.

         Like all things involving human beings, the reality of elections is often a long way from the myth – and it isn’t always uplifting. It can, for example, be a bit depressing to learn that candidates with surnames that begin with a letter that comes early on in the alphabet have an advantage over those lower down. Or that better-looking candidates will out-perform the ugly ones. Or that both Leave and Remain voters think Postman Pat is one of their own. All this is true, and is discussed in what follows.

         But at the same time it is uplifting to discover that, for all the criticism voters can get (and give), they haven’t completely lost faith in politics despite all its flaws; they respond fairly coherently to what governments do, even if they don’t know the details; most of them will get off the couch and vote if only someone asks them nicely; and they really do try their best, most of the time, to make sense of a difficult and confusing political world and vote in accordance with what they value most.

         The genesis of this book lies in two earlier volumes, Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box and its imaginatively named follow-up, More Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box. Both books were well received and sold well enough. (By this we mean they sold well for books on how people vote, not that J. K. Rowling became unduly concerned for her sales by the appearance of a rival.) This volume contains a combination of chapters from the two earlier books – revised, where appropriate – along with many entirely new chapters, largely, but not exclusively, dealing with Brexit. Indeed, so much has changed since the first book came out in 2014 that even some of the revised chapters have been so thoroughly altered that they are essentially new. Whatever one’s views on Brexit, both the referendum and events since have been full of what educators call ‘teachable moments’, things that perfectly illustrate how people, on all sides, are not quite as rational or all-knowing as they like to think they are.

         The chapters are written by members of the Political Studies Association’s specialist group on Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, known as EPOP, which has been running for over twenty years and is one of the PSA’s most active groups. The book is written by people who love elections so much that the electoral cycle is part of the natural rhythm of their lives.* We know that many of our readers will be similarly enthused, but there is also another goal, and another audience, for the book: to try to reach people who had perhaps not realised how interesting elections and voting can be.

         The study of voting – psephology, as it is known – draws on a range of materials, from electoral results to focus groups with voters to opinion polling. The chapters that follow make use of all of these types of sources. Britain, in particular, is lucky in the breadth and depth of data available to researchers seeking to understand the public mood.

         Yet recent years have provided plenty of fodder for polling sceptics. Neither of us can say anything about polls on social media these days without some smart alec popping up to announce that ‘you can’t trust polls any more’, as a result of Trump or Brexit or Corbyn (or whatever is their obsession). The first problem with this argument is that it often isn’t true. American pollsters, for example, correctly predicted a popular vote win for Hillary Clinton (it’s not their fault the voters lived in the wrong places) and, as one of the chapters in this book makes clear, polls in recent elections across the globe have performed as well as they ever have, if not better.

         Polls are sometimes wrong, but they are always uncertain, and the bigger problem with polling is that this uncertainty gets lost in the stories people build from them. The idea that Trump couldn’t win or that Brexit was impossible was a narrative crafted by pundits and campaigners – the polls were never so certain. We know polls will go wrong sometimes, but we also know that people are very prone to leap to strong conclusions based on limited evidence. Some argue that the errors in the polls are so frequent, or our ability to judge them properly so limited, that they do more harm than good to our election campaigns, or even to our broader political conversation. Perhaps, such critics say, it is time to do away with the distraction of unreliable polls altogether. We think the opposite; with so much up in the air, it is more important than ever to keep ourselves grounded with the best evidence about the public mood that we can gather. Polls and analysts get things wrong sometimes. But get rid of them and the vacuum will only be filled with bad punditry and biased speculation, which will get more things more wrong, more often. Ignorance, as Barack Obama once said, is never a virtue; it’s just not knowing stuff.

         That said, no one who does it seriously thinks that measuring public opinion is without difficulties. As many of the chapters in this book demonstrate, the public can give different responses to almost identical questions; they have inconsistent attitudes; voters can support or oppose policies that do not exist; voters often think they voted when they didn’t (and think they didn’t when they did). In Yes, Minister, there is an exchange between the Permanent Secretary Sir Humphrey Appleby and the more junior Bernard Woolley after Bernard presents some unwelcome opinion poll data and is told to go away and do another poll producing the opposite response. Bernard protests that the public can’t be both for and against something. Sir Humphrey’s response: ‘Of course they can, Bernard.’ And Sir Humphrey was right. But polling is still better than the alternative – which is to make it up or to assume that you or your friends have some profound insight into the general population (spoiler alert: you don’t). The answer to poor polling is not no polling but better polling, along with a better understanding of what the polls can (and can’t) tell us.

         Here are fourteen rules to help understand polls and polling:

         
            	
Be sceptical about genuine polls but ignore the voodoo ones entirely. The first question to ask is simple: is this a genuine poll? Is it carried out by a reputable company, which has attempted to ensure that the people taking part are broadly representative of the public? Even good companies get things wrong occasionally, so some scepticism is always justified, and there are legitimate debates over the best way to tap into the public mood. But it’s fairly easy to spot the ones that aren’t pukka. Is it a self-selecting poll on a newspaper website or a phone-in poll on TV? Is it someone using Twitter to push for a ‘big sample’? The views of 10,000 activists on Twitter are no more informative or representative than the views of ten of your mates around a pub table (that is: not informative at all). If it’s any of these so-called voodoo polls, don’t waste your time being sceptical. Just ignore it altogether.

            	
If a poll looks especially unusual or interesting, it is probably wrong. This is known as ‘Twyman’s Law’ after Tony Twyman, a media research analyst. Eye-catching polling results are often the product of some blunder by the pollster, such as a poorly designed question, or due to the vagaries of sampling. Plus, chance alone will throw up the occasional outlier with eye-catching results from time to time. This wouldn’t be much of a problem, except…

            	
If a poll looks unusual or interesting, it will get more headlines. ‘Poll shows same as the poll we did last week’ isn’t a headline. ‘Poll shows dramatic and unexpected shift’ is a headline. As a result, what people read about polling tends to be skewed towards the errors and outliers, and towards change over stability (even when the change is within the margin of error). The blame for this doesn’t rest solely with journalists or editors; anyone following polls on social media can see it is the outliers that rack up the likes and retweets. We are all suckers for surprises.

            	
Polls aren’t as precise as people sometimes pretend. Given all this, it is worth remembering that even an absolutely kosher poll has the potential for error of around +/- 3 percentage points on any single finding. (On a combination of findings, such as the lead of one party over another, the potential random error is even larger.) It is therefore always better to focus on trends over time – is the lead getting larger or smaller? – than obsessing over any one poll finding. And be especially cautious about analysing parts of any poll – what are called the cross-breaks – such as the figures just for men, or those in London, or working-class people. Here, the numbers involved will be smaller and the random error larger still.

            	
The public isn’t stupid, they’re just not all that interested. Most people don’t pay attention to politics most of the time. This is hard for those whose job it is to follow politics 24/7 to understand or take into account, and it can lead to problems. Sometimes people are asked questions in polls which assume a level of knowledge about politicians or policies that most people simply don’t have. Even then, most voters will gamely try their best using whatever hints are provided in the question to guide them on unfamiliar terrain. Ambitious campaigners can exploit this tendency to pump up support for an obscure politician or proposal, by linking them to something better known or popular. But don’t underestimate the public – they can pick up the drift of developments even if they seem to know nothing about the detail. As a result…

            	
How you ask the question matters. Everyone involved in polling knows that question wording matters – and so reputable companies take real pains over it. There is a good reason for this: most people know what they think in broad-brush terms but know little about detailed or obscure issues, so they will look for hints in the question to help them make sense of it. As a result, even small changes in how a question is asked can produce a big shift in responses, if the change alters what voters think the question means (as discussed in Chapter 1). This effect also highlights that what the question writers think their question is about is often very different from what a typical voter thinks it is about.

            	
People see the world through partisan lenses. Most of us are not neutral. We have a team we cheer for and a team we oppose. When new information appears, these allegiances skew how we understand it. Many of the chapters below show how partisan filters affect the way people respond to polling questions (even when they apply to fictional characters, marital infidelity or cats). You can also watch this process unfold in real time on social media whenever a poll is published – partisans will sing the merits of strong polls for their party, which they are eager to share, while criticising or ignoring less-flattering polling. Reverse the poll results, and the critics and cheerleaders switch sides.

            	
People don’t always tell the truth. People routinely claim to be much better citizens than they are – the numbers claiming they watch political coverage regularly, or who will turn out to vote, are far above the true figures revealed by TV ratings and election tallies. People are also so unwilling to admit their ignorance that most will happily attempt to answer meaningless or illogical questions. These fibs are still revealing, though – because they show how people want to be thought of as good citizens and don’t like admitting ignorance.

            	
People aren’t good at predicting (or remembering) what influences them. If you ask people, ‘Would x influence your vote?’, they often say ‘Yes’. But if people were that easily influenced, elections would be much more volatile and less predictable than they are. People simply aren’t very good at understanding their own decision processes and systematically overestimate the importance of whatever notion a pollster puts in front of them. For exactly this reason, ‘Would x influence your vote?’ questions are very popular with campaign groups, who will tout the answers as evidence of the burning importance of their pet issue.

            	
Individuals are unique, but crowds are more predictable. Everyone’s heard about a relative who lived to a ripe old age despite cheerfully inhaling sixty a day. Few people think that means smoking isn’t harmful for your health. The elderly relative is just an outlier. People understand this at one level: they know that the same forces impact on everyone exposed to them, moving them all together. But everyone also thinks they are the exception to the rule: ‘Moving in crowds is what other people do; I take my own path.’ Both views are right. Studying public opinion is often like watching pebbles on a beach – every pebble looks unique, starts in a unique place, and moves in a unique way. But all the pebbles are pushed by the same wave, and they tend to move in the same general direction.

            	
Crowds may be more predictable, but they’re not uniform. At any election or referendum, it is common to hear commentators declare that that ‘the people’ think something or other. This is always nonsense, because ‘the people’ never think just one thing. The only certainty in life is that, even if many, or most, people think x, there are still plenty of people who think y, along with some who think both x and y, some who don’t know, some who won’t say, some who think they think x but really think y, some who say they think y but go and vote for x anyway, and so on.

            	
Accusations of pollster bias usually say more about the accuser than the pollster. Political polling is a high-stakes public relations exercise for pollsters; it is their opportunity to demonstrate how good they are at gauging public opinion. They spend a lot of time and effort trying to be as accurate and unbiased as possible. Those who attack pollsters as biased are usually the most biased of all – partisans who do not have any incentive to be accurate and every incentive to attack the bearers of bad news about their team.

            	
Public opinion is part of politics, but it is not the same as politics. A well-conducted poll can tell you what people are thinking; it does not tell politicians what to do. Public opinion can change, not least because politicians can try to change it. When Bob Hawke, then Prime Minister of Australia, was told that he needed to be careful how he handled a racially sensitive issue, because some of his supporters held racist attitudes, he replied: ‘Then tell me what I need to say to turn them around.’ Too much analysis of polling presents it as the end-product of politics rather than just part of the process.

            	
Most people think everything in politics has an obvious explanation. They are wrong, as the rest of this book will demonstrate.

         

         Like its predecessors, this book isn’t meant to be an introductory textbook. This volume offers an eclectic series of sketches, each introducing an aspect of elections and political behaviour. Each of the chapters offers a 1,000-word essay. These are not monographs, and most of them summarise years, in some cases decades, of research. Each chapter ends with a short account of further reading, and there is a detailed bibliography in case any of the subject matter stirs you to dig deeper. We make no claim for comprehensiveness, but between them the following fifty chapters incorporate: polling, ignorance, political geography, targeting, gender, sex, race, racism, Scotland, partisanship, Wales, young people, trust, turnout, apathy, alienation, death, volatility, religion, issue ownership and salience, Northern Ireland, manifestos, candidates, class and Brexit. And then more sex.

         As with the two earlier books, our colleagues were enthusiastic about the book and a pleasure to work with. Editing a book like this was not always straightforward, but they have made it easier by always (well, almost always) responding to our often detailed and insistent editorial requests swiftly and in good spirit. We are also grateful to all the staff at Biteback for their support. We think the end result is worth it. We hope you do too. 

         
            * One of this volume’s editors uses the date of Boris Johnson’s first election victory to help him remember his wedding anniversary – something even the other editor thinks is, frankly, a little bit sad.
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            ‘A most wretched custom, assuredly, is our electioneering and scrambling for office.’

            – CICERO, 44BC

            ‘People never lie so much as after a hunt, during a war or before an election.’

            – ATTRIBUTED TO OTTO VON BISMARCK

            ‘At any given moment, public opinion is a chaos of superstition, misinformation, and prejudice.’

            – GORE VIDAL

            ‘The people have spoken, the bastards.’

            – DICK TUCK, AFTER LOSING A CALIFORNIA STATE SENATE RACE IN 1966

         

      

   


   
      
         

            — CHAPTER 1 —

            Slippery polls: why public opinion is so difficult to measure

            Rob Johns

         

         Imagine a fantasy world in which the British government wanted only to follow public opinion. With no agenda of its own, the Cabinet would sit down weekly to plan how to translate the latest polls directly into public policy. This government would find life very difficult; it would be prone to frequent U-turns and would rapidly become frustrated with its public masters. The problem is the slippery nature of opinion polls. Questions asked about the same issue on the same day can often carry different, even directly contradictory, messages about public preferences.

         One common explanation for this, the case of deliberately leading questions, can be swiftly dismissed. Everyone knows that a question along the lines of ‘Do you support Policy X or do you oppose this ill-conceived and dangerous idea?’ will reduce support for Policy X, and the major pollsters refuse to field such obviously biased questions. Such blatant bias is now largely confined to opt-in polls on the websites of tabloid newspapers. 

         The real difficulty for pollsters and those poring over their results is that even ostensibly neutral questions can be strikingly inconsistent. Consider one of the earliest question-wording experiments, a 1940 survey in which American respondents were randomly chosen to receive one of two questions about free speech. The results are in the table, which also shows what happened when the experiment was re-run three decades later. Americans in 1940 were a lot more comfortable in ‘not allowing’ (75 per cent) than in ‘forbidding’ (54 per cent) speeches against democracy. By 1974, the results were more befitting of the Land of the Free but the big difference between question wordings remained. The nature of that difference makes sense – forbidding something sounds harsher than merely not allowing it – but its scale is troubling. Are public preferences on issues as fundamental as free speech really so weak as to be dramatically shifted by a change in emphasis?

         
            
               THE FORBID/ALLOW ASYMMETRY IN QUESTION-WORDING

               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	ALLOW/NOT FORBID (%)
            
                        
                        	NOT ALLOW/FORBID (%)


                     
            
                        
                        	1940 EXPERIMENT
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Group A: Do you think the US should allow public speeches against democracy?
            
                        
                        	25
            
                        
                        	75


                     
            
                        
                        	Group B: Do you think the US should forbid public speeches against democracy?
            
                        
                        	46
            
                        
                        	54


                     
            
                        
                        	1974 EXPERIMENT
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Group A: Allow public speeches against democracy?
            
                        
                        	52
            
                        
                        	48


                     
            
                        
                        	Group B: Forbid public speeches against democracy?
            
                        
                        	71
            
                        
                        	21


                  
               

            

         

         To answer that question, it is useful to sketch Paul (or Paula), the typical survey respondent. Politics is low on his agenda and, as a result, many of the questions asked by pollsters are on issues to which Paul has given little previous thought. As American researcher Philip Converse concluded, many people simply ‘do not have meaningful beliefs, even on issues that have formed the basis for intense political controversy among elites for substantial periods of time’. But Paul is an obliging type and can’t help feeling that, if a pollster is asking him about an issue, he really ought to have a view on it. So he will avoid saying, ‘Don’t know’ and oblige with an answer. (As Chapter 3 shows, respondents are often happy to answer even when pollsters ask about fictional policies.)

         How, then, does Paul answer these questions? Not purely at random because, even with unfamiliar issues, there are links to more familiar and deeply held attitudes and values. For example, if Paul were asked whether he would support restrictions on UK arms sales to Saudi Arabia, he might say ‘yes’ on the grounds that fewer weapons in circulation is generally a good thing or ‘no’ on the grounds that British exports support British jobs. None of this requires him even to know where Saudi Arabia is on the map. However, the other thing about Paul is that he is a little lazy, at least in cognitive terms. Rather than addressing the question from all relevant angles, balancing conflicting considerations to reach a judgement, he is prone to answer on the basis of whatever comes immediately to mind. If the previous night’s news contained graphic images of suffering in a conflict zone, Paul will probably support restricting arms sales; if instead there was a story about manufacturing job losses, he is likely to oppose it. This ‘top-of-the-head’ nature of survey answers is what gives the question wording such power. Any small cue or steer in the question is, by definition, at the top of people’s heads when answering.

         Attributions are one common cue. In the early 2000s the Conservative Party found that many of its new ideas were quite popular in opinion polls – unless the poll mentioned that they were Conservative policies, in which case that popularity ebbed. If the proposal to restrict arms sales were attributed to Labour or to Jeremy Corbyn in particular, respondents might just respond according to their partisan or personal sympathies (and see Chapters 16 and 43 for how this applies even to cats and fictional characters).

         Now imagine that the question asked about ‘arms sales to the authoritarian regime in Saudi Arabia’. Paul and many others would be more supportive of restrictions. This doesn’t mean that the lack of democracy in Saudi is really a decisive factor in public judgements outside the context of the survey; it means that the question elbows other considerations out of respondents’ minds. Or suppose that the arms sales question itself was studiedly neutral but that it was preceded by a series of questions about instability and conflict around the world. The effect would be much the same.

         Another common steer comes in the sadly ubiquitous questions based on declarative statements. For example, another survey experiment found majority agreement (60 per cent) with the statement ‘Individuals are more to blame than social conditions for crime in this country.’ But the survey also found almost the same level of agreement (57 per cent) with the exact opposite statement: ‘Social conditions are more to blame than individuals for crime in this country.’ This is because the statements used in the question have persuasive power in themselves. It is easier for unsure (and lazy) respondents to agree with the assertion than consider the alternatives. No wonder there was opposition to the Scottish government’s original proposal for the 2014 referendum question: ‘Do you agree that Scotland should be an independent country?’

         Lastly, consider the choice between open and closed questions. Polls often ask, ‘What do you think is the most important problem facing Britain today?’ In the ‘closed’ version, where respondents choose from a list, crime is a popular choice. Yet in an ‘open’ version, where respondents have to name an issue unprompted, crime is much less often mentioned. Maybe a list helps to remind people of their genuine concerns, but then is crime that troubling to someone who can’t remember it unaided?

         All of this illustrates the persistent difficulty for our fantasy government. Even the most discerning consumer of opinion polls, who well understands why two surveys deliver different results, might still struggle to say which better reflects what the public really thinks. Some have even drawn the radical conclusion that ‘true’ attitudes simply don’t exist. This seems overstated, however. For one thing, people do have strong views on the big issues that they care about. It is when pollsters ask about more remote topics that opinions look so fickle. Second, even when respondents appear malleable, this is not simply swaying in the breeze; it is because something in the question leads them to consider the issue in a different way.

         Public opinion thus has at least some anchoring in people’s most deeply held beliefs and values. Perhaps a preferable conclusion is that the truths are out there – but that there are many of them and they may be quite different. This, of course, provides exactly the leeway that real governments are after. 

          FURTHER READING

         
            The quotation from Philip Converse is taken from his 1964 essay on ‘The nature of belief systems in mass publics’. A ‘one-stop shop’ for question-wording effects is the book Questions and Answers in Attitude Surveys by Howard Schuman and Stanley Presser (Sage, 1996). For informed commentary on UK opinion polling, with frequent reminders of the pitfalls discussed in this chapter, consult the blogs UK Polling Report and Number Cruncher Politics.
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