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DEDICATION


For my mother, because she’s the best.





INTRODUCTION



Like every other aspect of business these days, sales is changing. In today’s highly competitive marketplace, with the addition of high-speed communication, social media, and volatile economic conditions, skilled, successful salespeople are in high demand.


Sales 101 walks you through the sales process in clear, straightforward entries. Perhaps you’re new to the profession or are just thinking about getting into it. Maybe you’ve been doing it for years or need to integrate sales techniques into your current role. Whatever your relationship to sales, this book will offer you useful tips showing you how to get better at it.


At its core, sales is about forging positive connections with other people. Good salespeople accomplish this by turning their own personalities into an asset. That’s why different salespeople use such different approaches to selling. The trick is to find the sales tactics that mesh well with your own personality traits; these are the tactics that will let you be yourself with prospects and customers. Being a good salesperson is about teamwork. It’s about finding the right approach to the product or service you’re selling and overcoming customer objections and barriers. You have to focus on your company’s goals, keeping in mind that an extremely successful month doesn’t give you the right to rest on your laurels the following month.


This book will provide you with a thorough grounding in the basic details you need to be a good salesperson—from shaping your presentation to cold calling to networking. Throughout, you’ll find dozens of examples to show you what to emulate and what to avoid.


As you work your way through this book, you’ll be able to take the basic tips and tricks provided here and adapt them for your own preferences and situation. These ideas are the building blocks you need to craft the perfect scripts, presentations, emails, and everything else required to succeed as a salesperson.


It’s all here in Sales 101. Let’s get going!





CHAPTER 1



SALES BASICS


If you’re interested in going into sales, you need to master some learned skills and will continue to polish and improve on them throughout your career. You’ll need to make some preparations before you even land a sales job to help your first days and weeks go smoothly. All salespeople must understand the steps that go into each sale—from finding leads all the way to asking for referrals. Mastering the sales cycle allows you to keep prospects moving smoothly through your pipeline and helps you to figure out what to do when a sale goes drastically wrong.




    


IS SALES RIGHT FOR YOU?



What a Sales Job Is Really Like


    


The stereotypical salesperson is a smooth talker, is sociable, and can convince anyone of anything. In reality, that kind of salesperson rarely becomes a star performer. As one veteran sales manager put it, “Salespeople have one mouth and two ears because you’re supposed to use your ears twice as often as your mouth.”


The following traits are the ones that truly matter if you want to be a good (or better yet, great) salesperson.


INTEGRITY


Integrity is important for all professionals, but it’s doubly important for salespeople. Because salespeople have an unfortunate reputation for shading the truth and otherwise acting unethically, you’ll need to take special pains to keep your behavior above reproach.


Being a person of high integrity means acting both morally and ethically. Morality means choosing to do what’s right based on an internal code of honor; ethics means obeying the rules set down by other authorities, including your employer. Good salespeople need to adhere to both sets of guidelines.


When there’s a conflict between your morals and ethics, or if you’re otherwise not sure of the right thing to do, turn to the guiding principle for sales: always put the customer’s needs first.


Good salespeople don’t try to trick people into buying something that’s not the best product or service for them. They help prospective customers identify their most important needs and find a product that will meet those needs.


As a salesperson, you represent the company you work for. Part of your job is helping your company build and maintain a good reputation through your actions. Sales is just as much a service job as medicine or police work—if you think of your field in that light, you’ll have an easier time putting integrity first.


EMPATHY


Empathy is the ability to understand and share other people’s feelings. As a salesperson, you’ll talk to dozens or even hundreds of other people every day. Good salespeople know that they can make every one of these contacts a positive experience for the other person. Empathy is the cornerstone for positive communication: it allows you to guide the conversation in ways that benefit the other party.


Empathic salespeople listen carefully and use open-ended questions to uncover prospect and customer needs. They can relate to people from all walks of life and communicate in ways that make others feel comfortable and safe. They truly care about helping other people, so they get great satisfaction from finding just the right product or service that will make the customer’s problem go away.


Empathy will not only allow you to do your job well; it also will help you to enjoy it. If you feel great about what you do because you love helping other people, you’ll be both a happier person and a more effective salesperson.



TENACITY


Sales is hard work. Many prospects are so hardened to salespeople that their reply to anything you say is an automatic “No, thanks.” It takes time, energy, and commitment to break through that wall and earn such a prospect’s trust. One important part of this is building up touchpoints.


A touchpoint is a point of contact between a seller (i.e., your company) and a prospective buyer. As a salesperson, you’ll create touchpoints every time you communicate in any way with prospects or customers—even when that communication is as impersonal as posting on social media. However, it can take dozens or even hundreds of touchpoints to nudge a particular prospect into buying something.


Touchpoints





A touchpoint can be as simple as seeing an ad on TV or visiting a company’s website. Sales touchpoints are among the most interactive and occur at a particularly important point in the buying cycle, so they’re often pivotal.





Tenacious salespeople don’t give up when the first few touchpoints fail to move a prospect; they make a note in the prospect’s record to reach out to them a few weeks later and move on to the next prospect.


When things are going badly and you’re struggling to close a sale—any sale—tenacity will be what helps you get through the slump without falling apart. Tenacity can also help you with internal interactions. For example, if you’re trying to convince your sales manager that your quota is unrealistically high, it will probably take more than one attempt to bring her around. Tenacity helps you to keep trying until you either get what you want or at least manage a compromise.




    


BASIC SALES SKILLS



The Salesperson’s Must-Have Qualities


    


        If you’ve got all the important traits mentioned in the previous section, then you’ve got what you need to get you to the starting line. However, to become a good salesperson, you’ll also need to acquire certain learned skills.


COMMUNICATION


Salespeople spend most of their time talking to other people: prospects, customers, employees from other departments, their managers, and miscellaneous others. These conversations typically involve trying to convince the other party to do something. That means you’ll need to be a skilled communicator to do your job well.


Communication doesn’t just cover the times when you’re the one doing the communicating; it also means being a good listener. Good communicators know how to draw out other people. They ask questions that get people talking, pick out the important details they need from what they hear, and use those details to create a compelling argument.


Being an excellent listener is actually more important and useful for sales than being an excellent talker. With experience, you’ll find that if you can get a prospect to speak freely, he’ll often talk himself right into buying from you.



EXPERTISE


Successful salespeople are experts in the fields related to the products and services they sell. Remember, your job as a salesperson is to match up prospective customers with the products that will solve their problems. You can’t do that well if you don’t understand both the products you sell and the problems that your customers face on a regular basis.


Product knowledge is the first and most basic level of expertise that salespeople must acquire. Before you can sell effectively, you’ll need to know your products backward and forward. That doesn’t just mean reading user manuals, although that’s a good place to start. If possible, you should use the products you sell yourself—as often as you can manage it. If that’s not an option, at least attend a demo or watch someone else using the product. Your company probably releases new products and services on a regular basis, so acquiring product knowledge is an ongoing process.


The second part of sales expertise is understanding your customers. If you sell to other businesses in a particular industry, you should know that industry backward and forward. Read trade journals, lurk on social media boards related to that industry, and attend relevant trade shows and webinars.


If you sell to a specific subset of consumers, learn everything you can about that subset and the concerns that bring them to you. For example, if you sell baby clothes, study parenting, newborn care, and baby fashion.


Finally, if you sell to a broader audience of businesses or consumers, learn all you can about the particular issue that your products address and about the alternate ways to resolve that issue. For example, if you sell smartphones, you’ll need to learn how smartphones differ from basic cell phones and tablets, why people choose smartphones over the other options, and how your company’s phones compare to the competitors’.


TEAMWORK


Good salespeople are able to get along and work well with others. In a good-sized company each department consists of three types of employees: a few people who are really good at their jobs, a few who are flat-out terrible, and a number of reasonably competent employees who make up the rest of the group. As a salesperson, you must figure out where your coworkers fit in that system, especially for departments that are likely to interact with your customers.


Once you’ve identified the employees you can trust to do a great job, the next step is to get on good terms with those employees. Good relationships with your most talented coworkers can help you solve any number of problems: engineering department employees will walk you through how a new product works, shipping department employees can help you by expediting deliveries for anxious customers, marketing department employees will work with you to find relevant leads, and so on.


Good teamwork isn’t limited to your coworkers; it also includes your customers and your professional contacts outside your company. Good relationships with customers will help you keep them loyal for life, will result in numerous referrals, and will turn them into company ambassadors. And good relationships with professional contacts will help you build a strong and flourishing network that will make just about every aspect of your work easier, from finding a sales job in the first place to helping you reach an elusive prospect.



ACQUIRING SALES SKILLS


In a perfect world your company would provide all the sales training you need. In reality most salespeople have to take responsibility for their own career development.


Webinars





Many companies and institutions hold free webinars to teach various sales skills. Do a quick search online for the skill you want to perfect plus the word webinar, and you may find just what you need.





Try to set aside a portion of every workday to read some useful sales-related material. The time can be a mere fifteen minutes per day, and the material can be sales books, blogs, websites, or social media sites—as long as they have something new that you can apply to your job. When you stumble upon an interesting tip or idea, write it down. You can sort these ideas into two lists: one for tips that you want to start using right away, and another for ideas that you can’t implement yet but will try in the future.


Other salespeople can be a great source for sales knowledge and techniques. If you’re fairly new to sales, then you’ll definitely want to learn from your team’s experienced members. Ask one or two of the best salespeople on your team if you can listen in on their cold calls and/or come with them on appointments, and then take plenty of notes. If you’re a more experienced salesperson yourself, you can exchange ideas with other salespeople on your team. You might even set up a group that meets regularly for that purpose.




    


BEFORE YOU START SELLING



Prepping for Your First Sales Job


    


        The first step toward becoming a salesperson is finding and getting hired for a sales job. Once you’ve managed that feat, you’ll have a lot to learn during your first days and weeks on the job.


THE SALES RESUME


Good resumes share certain attributes regardless of the type of job, but sales resumes require a few special tweaks.


First, put your major accomplishments right at the top of the resume. Sales managers often spend only a few seconds skimming each resume, so you want to ensure that they will see your most enticing points. These accomplishments should be as specific as possible. For example, instead of writing “Top customer service representative at Company X,” write “Ranked top customer service representative at Company X three years in a row.” Use specific numbers whenever possible.


Breaking Into Sales





The first sales job is often the most challenging to find, because you don’t have much relevant experience. A multi-level marketing (MLM) program, such as Amway or Mary Kay, can be a fast way to get some sales experience for your resume.





You should also mention any useful connections you have, relating to either sales in general or the specific industry your target employer sells to. Because relationships are so important in sales, being able to bring a ton of important contacts with you is a big selling point to a prospective employer. If you have impressive social media statistics, like a huge network on LinkedIn with connections inside major companies, list those as well.


After you’ve listed your accomplishments at the top of your resume, it’s time to break down your career history. Talk about how your work benefited the company and its customers. Again, use specific numbers whenever you can. Mention things like the awards you received and the major clients you helped bring on board or kept from churning (moving on to a competitor).


Next comes the section detailing your training and education. List any degrees you have as well as any job-specific courses you’ve completed. Don’t forget certifications! They’re especially helpful if they relate to your intended employer’s industry (i.e., computer networking certifications for a company that sells products to network engineers).


Each time you apply for a job, you’ll need to customize your basic sales resume to fit the new opening. Add a sentence at the top describing why you’re applying for this job and how you can benefit the company. Ideally, you should also tweak the rest of your resume to play to those strengths that will be particularly applicable to the prospective employer.


Before you send off your resume, check your contacts to see if they include anyone who works for the company in question. If you find one, give that person a call and ask for advice. She may know something about the position or the company that isn’t public knowledge and that you can work into your resume or reference during the interview.



FINDING THE RIGHT SALES JOB


Because great salespeople are relatively rare, you’re likely to see sales positions posted on job boards and the like no matter what the economy is doing. But not all of those sales jobs are likely to be a good fit for you. Before you start applying, you’ll need to do a little legwork.


First, consider which job attributes are most important to you. Do you like working closely with a sales team, or do you prefer independence? Do you like to have a base salary, or do you enjoy the challenge of pure commissions? Is telecommuting a big plus for you? Are there specific industries or types of customers you prefer? Make a list with the most important factors at the top, and keep this list in front of you as you peruse the assorted job postings. If you really need a job now, you may need to compromise on some of these factors, but you will usually be able to find a few jobs that match at least one or two of your top priorities.


Once you’ve identified a likely position, start digging into the company’s background—and you’ll want to do a deeper dive than just glancing through the corporate website. Sites like Glassdoor can get you the inside scoop on what a company is really like.


Once you’ve started sending out applications and getting responses, try to arrange the interview schedule so that your interviews for less desirable jobs come first. That gives you a chance to polish your presentation and try out some answers to common interview questions.



YOUR FIRST DAY AS A SALESPERSON


Even for an experienced salesperson, starting a job with a new company means learning quite a few new things: from the product to the sales cycle to the corporate culture to the other team members and more. As a brand-new salesperson at a new company, you’ve got even more to learn. The good news is that your coworkers can provide the resources you need to get off to a good start.


Get to know as many of your fellow salespeople as possible, particularly the superstar performers. Take the top salesperson out to lunch or to the nearest coffee shop and pump her for information. Odds are she will be flattered by the attention (and the free food) and will be happy to help. If possible, ask to spend an hour listening to her phone calls or go along on the next round of appointments. Take copious notes to use as a basis for writing your own pitches.


Your non-sales coworkers can help you master the products and services you’ll be selling. If your company has a customer service department, make friends there and ask them to fill you in about the products. Get familiar with the company’s promotional items (brochures, white papers, websites, etc.). Once you’ve mastered the product features, make a list of possible benefits for each. Here are a few of the many benefits your products might offer:


• Convenience


• Security


• Efficiency


• Financial value


• Ease of use


• Prestige


Work these benefits into sentences, like, “This channel package saves you money by giving you the most prestigious sports channel at a discount.”


Finally, your new manager can help you with basic information, like where to get copies of brochures and other marketing materials, your sales goals and priorities, the equipment you’ll be using and its nuances, and so on.




    


THE SEVEN-STAGE SALES CYCLE



From Prospecting to Referrals


    


Every sale follows roughly the same seven-step cycle. If you want to do well in sales, you’ll need to master each one of these stages.


PROSPECTING FOR LEADS


Leads are consumers or businesses that may be potential customers. Finding leads is the first stage of the sales cycle, and it’s a critical one. A sales pipeline is actually shaped more like a funnel than a pipe: it’s widest at the beginning of the sales process because you’ll lose a percentage of your prospects during each stage of the sales cycle. By the time you reach the last stage, you will likely have only a small fraction left of the initial group of prospects. So if you don’t come up with significant numbers of leads, you’ll be awfully short on potential customers by the end of the sales process.


What Is a Sales Pipeline?





A sales pipeline is a way of breaking down your leads and prospects based on where they are in the sales cycle. Customer relationship management (CRM) software often classifies records by their stage in the pipeline.






SET AN APPOINTMENT


The most common rookie salesperson mistake is trying to sell your product as soon as you reach a potential customer. At that point in the relationship your prospects are not going to be ready to consider buying from you. When you pick up the phone and start calling leads, or walk into a neighborhood and start knocking on doors, the goal should almost always be to get an appointment with a decision-maker. Once you’re at the actual appointment, you can start pitching the product. But in your initial conversation the only thing you should be pitching is an appointment.


QUALIFY THE PROSPECT


Qualifying is the process that allows you to find out whether a lead is actually a prospect. This usually takes the form of asking predetermined questions designed to identify the qualities that any prospect will have. Many salespeople ask a few prequalifying questions before setting an appointment, but the bulk of the qualification process happens at the appointment. How and when you decide to qualify prospects will be up to you; there’s a balance you’ll need to find between asking too many questions early and driving away the prospect, and not asking enough questions and wasting time with non-prospects.


MAKE YOUR PRESENTATION


You’ve spent hours placing cold calls and have managed to book a few appointments during which you’ll have a chance to make your sales presentation. How you act during your presentation will determine whether you’ll get the sale or walk away in defeat. Your goal during a sales presentation is to prove to your prospect that the product or service you’re offering will solve an important problem for her. The traditional sales presentation, where the salesperson talks on and on about the product and the prospect just sits there, isn’t the best way to sell. Interactive presentations are much more effective, since they keep your prospects engaged and interested.


ADDRESS OBJECTIONS


In sales, an objection is a concern that the prospect raises about buying something. An objection can be a sign that the prospect is interested, that he wants more information, that he’s concerned about something, that he doesn’t trust you, that he is not at all interested and wants to get rid of you without an argument, or a combination of several of these things. In other words, there may be a lot more going on than whatever issue the prospect has raised. To continue on to the next stage of the sales cycle, you’ll need to handle not only the objection itself but also whatever else may be behind it.


CLOSE THE SALE


Closing is the moment when you openly ask the prospect to make the purchase. If during your presentation you did a good job of convincing the prospect that he needs what you have to sell, then closing the sale will follow naturally. However, even the most interested prospect won’t close himself. You’ll need to provide at least a small nudge to get the sale closed—and if the prospect isn’t fully convinced yet, closing may require more than a nudge from you. When a prospect pushes back with more objections, you’ll need to step back and figure out where you went wrong. In some cases, when you just can’t get a particularly tough prospect to make a decision, you’ll want to haul out one of the tried-and-true closing techniques to seal the deal.


ASK FOR REFERRALS


Referrals—warm leads to new prospects—are invaluable to salespeople. It’s typically much easier to close a sale with a referral than it is to close one with a cold lead. Just after you’ve closed someone is the best time to get referrals from them, because they’re excited about their new purchase, yet many salespeople are so relieved to get a sale from someone that they race out the door without even asking for referrals. If you take the time to ask every new customer for at least one referral, you’ll soon find you don’t need to make as many cold calls—a realization that just about every salesperson will greet with joy.





CHAPTER 2



PROSPECTING


The word prospecting raises mental images of miners crouched over a muddy stream, panning for gold. This is actually not far from how salespeople use the term, but instead of panning for gold nuggets, you’re looking for the people who will become your future customers. To be a successful prospector, you must know where to look for leads, how to sort out the ones who have the potential to buy from you (a.k.a. prospects), and how to identify the most promising prospects for extra attention. Setting up your own small-scale lead generation campaigns can help immensely, as these campaigns bring you prequalified leads who are already eager to learn more. Finally, once you’ve started collecting leads, you’ll need a system to manage them and keep them organized.




    


BEFORE YOU START PROSPECTING



Setting Up a System


    


Prospecting is the first step in the sales cycle, so all the other stages depend upon it. Before you can successfully prospect for leads, you must understand what a “good” lead looks like for the product or service you’re selling.


Marketing professionals create what they call buyer personas to help them target their campaigns. Ask your marketing department to provide you with copies of any buyer personas they’ve created. If they don’t have personas for you, you’ll need to create something similar that you can use to figure out what a “good” lead might look like.


Buyer Personas





A buyer persona is a fictional representation of a desirable type of customer. These personas incorporate market research data into a “character” description, like something you’d find in a movie script. Salespeople don’t have to go into this much detail when creating personas, but you should use similar information.





First, pull up your records of existing customers and look for your favorites—the customers who regularly and loyally purchase from the company. Compare those records to each other and see what these particular customers have in common. That may include demographic information such as income level, family size, location, hobbies, major purchases (for example, do they own their own home?), education level, and so on.


Once you’ve identified these commonalities, you can focus your search on leads who share those qualities. If your company provides you with lead lists, you can use this information to prioritize the lists so you can focus on the most promising leads. If you do your own lead generation, these demographic details will help you figure out where to look.


The next step in pre-prospecting planning is to figure out just how many leads you need in order to end up with enough sales to hit your quota. If you don’t put enough time into prospecting and fail to uncover enough solid leads, you won’t be able to make enough sales. On the other hand, if you spend too much time on prospecting, you’ll be splitting your efforts between too many different leads and won’t be able to give each one the attention it requires.


That’s why a wise salesperson does some basic forecasting before she starts prospecting. No forecasting method is 100 percent accurate, but there’s a simple method that will give you a good idea of how many new leads you’ll need in the near future.


First, list any prospects currently in your pipeline. It’s better to enter this data in a word processing or spreadsheet program to simplify the modifications you will be making to the list in the future. You’ll want four columns in your list: the name of the prospect, the expected value of the sale, the probability of closing the sale, and the value you expect to get from the sale.


The column with the expected value should reflect your estimate of how much revenue you’ll be generating from the sale. For example, if a prospect is interested in a product priced at $500 but you expect to convince him to add a maintenance plan that costs $50 more, you would enter an expected value for that prospect of $550. It’s harder to estimate the likelihood that the sale will close. More often than not, though, you’ll have a reasonable sense of where a specific sale stands at a given point in the cycle. If you are really not sure, ask for feedback from the prospect. Even if they don’t give you an honest answer, you can at least get a sense of where you stand. The information entered in this column should express the likelihood (as a percentage) of closing the sale. As an example, if you believe the odds of closing the sale are fifty-fifty, enter 50 percent in this column.


After you enter the data in the four columns, multiply the expected value by the probability percentage to calculate the value you think the sale will generate. This is the amount that goes into the fourth column. This amount won’t be the same as the actual sale amount for an individual sale, as you’ll either close the deal and make more money or not close it and make nothing at all. However, the amount of all the individual items for every transaction in your pipeline ought to be close to your actual sales income from the prospects in your current pipeline.


To make your projections even more accurate, create a timetable for them by making an additional chart, with the name of the prospect in the left column and additional columns for each upcoming month. Enter the projected total value in the column for the month when you anticipate the transaction will probably close. For example, if you are entering the data in March and you think it will probably close in a month, enter the projected total value of the sale in the column for April. When the timetable is complete, you can total the amount in the column for each month to provide you with an approximate revenue estimate you expect to produce for that month.


You should update your charts weekly or even more often as you develop more prospects and move existing prospects through the sales cycle. You will find it is worth devoting a few minutes each day to have a much more accurate sense of the value of what’s in your pipeline and whether to increase the amount of prospecting you do to increase your sales. This will make it easier to keep your sales results consistent and prevent unexpected dips from month to month.




    


FINDING LEADS



Where to Look for the Best Opportunities


    


It’s great when you can get all the leads you need from lists that your employer provides. But even if you have access to lead lists, there will probably be times when you run through all your available leads and still feel the need for more prospects. In that case you can try one of these approaches to rustle up some new leads for your pipeline.


DIRECTORIES


Directories aren’t limited to resources like Internet reverse lookups and the Yellow Pages—although those tools can certainly be helpful. Many companies make it their business to organize information on both companies and consumers, using it to create huge databases. These databases typically require a paid subscription, but your local library may be able to provide free access.


Time versus Money





Sourcing leads generally requires an investment of either time or money. For example, buying a pre-generated lead list will cost you money, while combing through directories will cost you time. Either approach can work, so you’ll need to decide which you value more: your time or your money.





Most hard-copy business directories will be located in the reference section, so ask your reference librarian which ones they carry and where to find them. If your local library doesn’t have the directories you need, then placing a request with the librarian might be enough to get the library to subscribe. Most libraries have computers that patrons can use to go online, and the librarian will be able to give you sign-in details for the relevant directory services websites. Prestigious directory services include InfoUSA, D&B Hoovers, Standard and Poor’s, and Salesgenie.


LEAD-RICH LOCATIONS


By this point you should already have a good idea of what your ideal customer looks like. The best leads for you are leads who look as much like your ideal customer as possible. The best place to find those leads is someplace where your ideal customer would choose to go. This could mean trade shows and other such events, but you can also consider places not directly related to sales where you might meet such leads.


For example, is your ideal customer likely to own his own home? If so, try attending events that target homeowners. If you typically sell to technical people, such as engineers or programmers, visit places that appeal to techies—not just trade shows but also events like fairs hosted by computer manufacturers, which would appeal to the technically minded.


GENERAL-PURPOSE LISTINGS


Generally speaking, the more specific a lead list is, the harder and more expensive it will be to acquire that list. You can save some money by starting with a more general version of the lead list you really want, and use e-newsletters and similar approaches to winnow out the leads who are not a good fit for you.


For example, if your ideal customer is someone who owns a midsize manufacturing business and leases his equipment, you can start with a list of midsize manufacturing businesses, and then send emails that will appeal to the ones who lease their equipment. Another approach would be to send a brief survey that includes a question about whether or not the recipient leases his equipment. Whichever approach you use, the replies you get will identify the leads that you want to pursue further.


ADVERTISEMENTS


These days there’s a magazine (both print and online) for every possible subject. And the more obscure the subject, the cheaper the ad space. An even more budget-minded option is to use a classified ad in a trade magazine or newspaper. Find two or three publications that your ideal customer would be likely to read, and use them as a way to get in touch. Don’t forget to include an offer in your ad that will motivate leads to reach out to you.
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