


Science is built up of facts, as a house is

built of stones; but an accumulation of facts

is no more a science than a heap of stones is

a house. Poincaré (1958, p. 141)

These are heady days for relationship scien-

tists. In the pantheon of sciences, relationship

scholars no longer need to feel like visitors.

Whereas once the study of relationships was

limited to a small segment of fields like soci-

ology and psychology, relationships now

occupy the interest of many researchers in

a diverse array of specialties. Human commu-

nication is a specialty area with its own pro-

grams and journals. The work of psychologists

who study relationships is increasingly central

to clinical, developmental, personality, and

social psychology. Economists and political

scientists take seriously the idea that relation-

ships, and in particular their impact on such

major life events as marriage, parenting, and

divorce, have something important to contrib-

ute to our understanding of microeconomics

and political systems. Family studies programs

are a staple in many universities. Medicine is

progressively more aware of the need to con-

sider interpersonal circumstances, both for

understanding the causes and sequelae of dis-

ease and for designing interventions and treat-

ment plans, in which families play an ever

more central role. Major subsections of the

law concern relationships, especially family

relationships. Human evolutionary biology

gives increasing importance to the study of

how, and to what consequence, people interact

with relationship partners. Even behavioral

neuroscience, with its emphasis on localizing

and describing the brain structures responsible

for human behavior, has found interest in such



The level of activity led Ellen Berscheid, in

an address delivered in 1998, to announce

‘‘The Greening of Relationship Science.’’ By

this she meant that a multidisciplinary science

of interpersonal relationships had begun to

emerge, a science with the

. potential to unite . social, behavioral

and biological scientists, . to narrow the

gap between psychological researchers and

practitioners, and to extend our knowledge

of human behavior to people’s daily lives

and natural surroundings, [relationship sci-

ence] also has the potential to inform many

issues of national concern. (Berscheid,

1999, p. 265)

Berscheid’s proclamation was intended to

signal something more than a loose association

among scholars who read each other’s work

and attended occasional multidisciplinary

meetings. Rather, it represented what she saw

as the development of a new way of thinking

about interpersonal relationships and their sig-

nificance in human lives. This new discipline,

she anticipated, would be a ‘‘cohesive force’’

in fostering integrated cross-disciplinary theo-

rizing and research, as well as in formulating

theoretical approaches and methods better

geared toward interpersonal, as opposed to

intrapersonal, analyses. Berscheid’s metaphor-

ical use of the noun greening made plain her

belief that this new synthesis was just begin-

ning to materialize—that it represented

a promissory note—much as the first green



2005), likely one factor (among many) contrib-

uting to the National Institute of Mental Health’s

decision to remove marital improvement from

its funding priorities. Relationship scientists

have the responsibility to develop, evaluate,





(Galison & Hevly, 1992). Such projects are

increasingly the norm in many disciplines, for

example, the Human Genome Project, NSF’s

Long-Term Ecological Research Centers, the

Next-Generation Cybertools Project at Chi-

cago and Cornell, the National Longitudinal

Study of Adolescent Health, or Michigan’s

long-standing Inter-University Consortium

for Political and Social Research. To some

extent, the move toward ‘‘big science’’ is

encouraged by the increasing methodological

and technical complexity of research tools,

which require greater expertise and time com-

mitments than solitary scholars can provide,

and therefore impel collaboration. Certainly,

relationship science has already benefited

from collaboration with scholars expert in

these methodological and statistical advances,

and certainly much more is possible (Reis,

Collins, & Berscheid, 2000).

Relationship science is in many ways ideally

suited for a big-science approach. Consider

what might be learned about marital success

and deterioration by targeting a very large,

diverse, and genuinely representative national

sample of premarital couples; studying them

and their social networks in depth with obser-

vational, biological, interview, and self-report

measures; and following them at regular inter-

vals to the end of life. Of course, many of these

couples would not stay together, so that we

would also be studying development across dif-

ferent types of relationships. Instead of control-

ling away background variables such as age,



consensus about the core phenomena of the

field: What are the fundamental problems that

we intend to solve?What do we know about the

natural history and social ecology of these core

problems? Which relationship problems have

what known consequences? What common

knowledge do we possess about these phenom-

ena?Which major theories would most scholars

agree represent dominant approaches to the

core phenomena of relationship science? We

often have difficulty weaving together theories

and findings from different research programs

into a cohesive account (an ironic difficulty,

considering Berscheid’s remarks, quoted

above). Consider this typical scenario when

competing theories address a given phenome-

non, obtaining variable results. Sooner or later,

a conclusion something like the following is

offered: ‘‘Although these studies appear to

address the same phenomenon, in reality they

address different aspects of related phenomena.

Thus the results are not directly comparable and

future research is needed to determine how they

fit

a different part of the elephant and thereby

deduces something different about the nature

of the beast. One feels the tusk, inferring that

elephants are hard and sharp-ended, like

a blade. Another touches the soft, flexible

ear, concluding that elephants are supple,

resembling felt. A third imagines massive

strength from grasping the pillar-like struc-

ture of the leg. The perspective of 8ach per-

son touching the elephant is valid, as far as it

goes, but collectively they will comprehend

what an elephant is only when the various

elements have been integrated. Integrated,

not listed. In relationship research, we often

celebrate the diversity of our perspectives, as

is appropriate and desirable, but we fail to





real-world applications is one reason
why relationship research tends to
fare poorly at funding agencies and
under public scrutiny.

4. This focus would inevitably induce the
field to pursue a rich descriptive data-
base about relationships. The perils of
‘‘theorizing before the facts are in,’’ as
Sherlock Holmes put it, are evident,
leading to wasted effort. Darwin spent
years observing and cataloging zebra
mussels and finches before promulgat-
ing evolutionary theory (Bowlby,
1990). Although descriptive taxono-
mies are common in the physical and
biological sciences, no such catalog
exists for the study of human re-
lationships, despite its probable utility
(Hinde, 1997). Although taxonomies
without theory tend to be intellectu-
ally unsatisfying, they are an impor-
tant precursor to the development of
valid theories.

My conception of central organizing prin-

ciples draws upon Cronbach and Meehl’s

(1955) idea of a ‘‘nomological network.’’ A

nomological network refers to a theoretical

framework for the interrelationship of con-

structs to be measured in a given study, artic-

ulating both their shared effects (i.e., which

variables measure the same thing) and dif-

ferential effects (i.e., which constructs assess

something new). To Cronbach and Meehl, con-

struct validity required both the smallest

number of nomologicals—theoretical principles

linking observed variables to one another—

and showing how variables account for

something that prior observations had not

established (what is sometimes called incre-

mental validity; Sechrest, 1963).

In concluding this section, let me be clear. I

do not suggest that relationship science needs

a singular theory, nor that the field should

abandon specialization and ever more detailed

conceptual and empirical nuance, a trend that

is doubtlessly essential in all science. Never-

theless, to ripen relationship science, the field

will need a clearer vision of its core ideas, the

principles that make them cohere, and an orga-

nizational framework for understanding how

the many empirical pieces interconnect. A rip-

ened relationship science will look more like

a spider web of theories and findings and less

like a laundry list of topics, studies, and

findings.

Perceived Partner Responsiveness as

a Central Organizing Principle for

Relationship Science

In this section, I provide an extended example

of the prior section’s third point. I do not com-

ment directly on the relevance of this material

to the first two points, although attention to

central organizing principles has important

implications for action-oriented research and

for developing a collective and cumulative

approach to research. One sign of what I have

called central organizing principles is the

recurrent appearance of similar concepts and

themes across different research areas and

programs. The more often scholars investigat-

ing different phenomena converge on related

themes, the more likely it is that common pro-

cesses may underlie the varied manifestations.



and interaction process (e.g., explicit recogni-

tion and elaboration of perspective, empathic

understanding, rapport, communal sharing),

self-regulatory processes (e.g., self-verifica-

tion, partner affirmation), and meta-cognitions

(e.g., felt security, sense of belonging). It fea-

tures some phenomena that are the subject of

an extensive, multifaceted literature (e.g., inti-

macy) and others that are relatively limited

(e.g., shared meaning systems). Although

space does not allow description of each term,

my premise implies that this may not be

needed: To varying degrees, all represent pop-

ular concepts in the literature with which most

readers of this journal will be at least somewhat

familiar. In this way, perceived partner respon-

siveness illustrates how a central organizing

principle appears and reappears throughout

the literature. To be sure, I do not suggest that

these processes are identical or even substan-

tially similar. Although they differ among

themselves, often in conceptually important

respects, they are not as disparate and unre-

lated as it must sometimes seem to readers of

our journals and textbooks. The need to under-

stand the nature of their linkage, both concep-

tually and in the ebb and flow of interaction, is

the point I wish to highlight.

My interest in perceived partner responsive-

ness grew out of the intimacy model (Reis &

Shaver, 1988) that Phil Shaver and I developed

in part as an antidote to models that equated

intimacy with self-disclosure. We thought, as

subsequent research has shown (e.g., Burleson,

2003; Laurenceau, Barrett, & Pietromonaco,

1998; Laurenceau, Barrett, & Rovine, 2005;

see Reis, 2006, for a review), that although

self-disclosure often triggers intimate interac-

tion, in itself self-disclosure is insufficient to

instill a sense of intimacy between two people.

At least two important considerations guided

this reasoning. First, research has shown that

self-disclosure may backfire, such as when it

is situationally inappropriate, unwanted by the

target, or used exploitatively (Derlega, Metts,

Petronio, & Margulis, 1993). Second, we

believed then, as has become more common-

place now, that interpersonal processes such as

intimacy should be conceptualized as dyadic

and interdependent, as Kelley et al. (1983)

explain, the manner in which person A influen-

ces person B, who then influences person A, and

so on. This pattern of mutual influence, and not

just the act of self-disclosure, seemed intrinsi-

cally germane to generating the relevant inter-

personal sentiments, which led us to theorize

that the partner’s response was critical to the

process: A listener’s supportive response would

facilitate the development of intimacy, whereas

a disinterested or disparaging response would

hinder it. Shaver and I described this pattern of

interaction as producing three qualities: a sense

of felt understanding (believing that partners

are aware of core features of the self), valida-

tion (feeling that partners see value and mean-

ing in the self’s attributes and aspirations), and



As this work evolved, for several reasons, it

became clear that a broader construct was

needed, two of which apply here. The first,

emphasizing the importance of the perceiver’s

own interpretations, arose from the fundamen-

tal ambiguity of knowing what interaction

partners are thinking, particularly about our-

selves. People do not have direct access to

their partners’ thoughts and feelings, of course,

making this task inferential and subjective.

Most researchers agree that people are influ-

enced by their partners’ behavior toward them,

but there is less consensus about whether the

critical variable is the partner’s actual, objec-

tive behavior or the perceiver’s idiosyncratic

perception of that behavior, what is sometimes

called social construction or motivated con-

strual. This distinction has been investigated

extensively in studies of social support, which

I use illustratively. A significant number of

studies demonstrate that perceived support

availability predicts well-being, adjustment,

and the sense of felt security better than do

objective indicators of actual transactions or

partner intentions (e.g., Cohen, 1992; Collins

& Feeney, 2000; Gable, Reis, & Downey,

2003; Sarason, Sarason, & Gurung, 2001). In

other words, feeling supported is more impor-

tant than being supported. Part of the reason

for this stems from the role of perceptual bias.

Compelling evidence demonstrates that rela-

tionship insecurity may lead people to defen-

sively overlook or dismiss their partners’

expression of warmth and acceptance (e.g.,

Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006; Murray,

Holmes, & Griffin, 2000).

This reasoning does not deny a correspond-

ingly meaningful role for interaction reality

(Reis et al., 2004). Many studies show that

objectively verified reports of actual support

and acceptance also influence perceptions of

social support. For example, perceptions of

support and nonsupport can be traced to docu-

mented reality in interpersonal exchanges

(e.g., Collins & Feeney, 2000; Cutrona,

Hessling, & Suhr, 1997; Simpson, Rholes,

& Nelligan, 1992). Observational studies

of marital interaction have made a similar

point, to the extent that objective exchanges

are often substantially consistent with self-

reported affects and attitudes (Gottman,

1998). Acknowledging the significance of

actual support transactions, however, percep-

tions may be more proximal to relationship

outcomes, in the sense that actual support cre-

ates the perception of support. Identifying

a partner’s genuine indications of positivity

and support can be difficult, of course, given

the ‘‘noise’’ inherent in everyday social inter-

action (Bernieri, Gillis, Davis, & Grahe,

1996). Nevertheless, most people are ‘‘tolera-

bly’’ accurate at knowing how others feel

about them (Kenny, 1994), and there is evi-

dence that these perceptions play a mediating

role in benefiting from partner positivity. For

example, Reis and Carmichael (2002, 2005)

examined the impact of spouses’ regard for

each other on marital well-being. Replicating

results reported first by Murray, Holmes, and

Griffin. (1996a, 1996b), we found that hus-

bands’ positivity predicted wives’ well-being,

and wives’ positivity predicted husbands’

well-being. As Figure 2 shows, these effects

were mediated by each spouse’s perception

of how positively the other regarded oneself.

In other words, one spouse’s actual positive

regard contributed to the other’s relationship

happiness only to the extent that the other

spouse felt positively regarded. These argu-

ments led us to emphasize perceived partner

responsiveness.

A second factor signifying the need for

a broader definition of responsiveness con-

cerns just to what the partner is being respon-

sive. Not all aspects of the self matter to the

same extent. Knowing that a partner admires

one’s passion for sushi is probably less conse-

quential than knowing that a partner esteems

one’s commitment to raising children with

a strong social conscience. Perceived partner

responsiveness pertains to the central defining

features of the self—in other words, the needs,

goals, values, traits, abilities, attributes, and

affects that best describe who one is and what

is important to the self. Just how this core self

ought to be characterized is a matter of con-

siderable research and theory (see Sedikides

and Strube, in press, for an overview). For

present purposes, it matters less just what the

self is and more that partners be perceived to

be aware of and supportively responsive to that

core self.

The ripening of relationship science 11



My aim in this section is not to propose

a formal theory of perceived partner respon-

siveness. Rather, consistent with the aim of

discussing steps that will contribute to the rip-

ening of relationship science, I wish to show

how this general concept may characterize or

underlie many important constructs in rela-

tionship science (as depicted in Figure 1). It

will be useful to begin this section by briefly

summarizing the above, as a general descrip-

tion of what perceived partner responsiveness

entails:

1. the belief that relationship partners
understand and appreciate what is
important to the self

2. the experience during social inter-
action that relationship partners are
aware of, and responsive to, core at-
tributes of the self

3. a sense of feeling cared for, that is, if
and when needs arise, partners will
take active and supportive steps to
help the self address those needs

4. feelings of warmth and connection
with partners, even when they are
not present.

In the remainder of this article, I illustrate

how perceived partner responsiveness may

serve as a central organizing principle for mul-

tiple and diverse phenomena in relationship

science by selectively describing research on

three popular and general themes. Other topi-

cal areas might have been selected, and within

each theme, other studies might have been dis-

cussed. I discuss these particular themes, and

some of my own research relevant to them,

because they demonstrate the broad relevance

of perceived partner responsiveness across re-

lationship science. These three themes are per-

sonal well-being correlates, perceived partner

responsiveness to needs, and self-regulation in

relationships.

Personal well-being correlates of perceived

partner responsiveness

Investigations of the correlation between

personal well-being and relationship success

represent something of a cottage industry.

Many and strong associations have been docu-

mented, spanning outcomes as diverse as

mortality, morbidity, happiness, emotional dis-

tress, psychological development, and eco-

nomic success. Similar diversity is evident in

the range of relationship measures studied.

Presently, my focus is on those constructs

that relate most closely to perceived partner

responsiveness.

Consider the traits and trait-like attributes

included in Figure 1. Attachment security, or

Wife:  “My
partner is …” 

Husband
Daily RWB

(r = .39**)

Husband:  “My
partner is …”

Wife
Daily RWB

(r = .50**)

b = .47**

Husband:  “My
partner sees
me as …” r = .65**

b = .37**

Wife:  “My
partner sees
me as …”  r = .65**

b = .26

b = .08

Figure 2. Mediational model of the role of perceived regard, showing that the benefits of

a partner’s positive illusions are mediated by perceived regard.
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in other words a set of mental representations

indicating that the self is worthy of love and

support and that significant others can be





theory posits that early experience with care-

givers forms the basis of expectations about

the perceived availability and willingness of

close relationship partners to be responsive to

personal needs (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002).

Secure individuals trust partners to be avail-

able and caring when needed; on the other

hand, insecure persons have less confidence

in their partners’ dependability and support.

As mentioned earlier, this may undermine

their ability to obtain helpful support in close

relationships. For example, insecure individu-

als tend to perceive their partners’ caregiving

efforts as less responsive and helpful than

independent observers do, which may then

lead them to feel less supported and more

conflicted about the relationship (Campbell,

Simpson, Boldry, & Kashy, 2005; Collins &

Feeney, 2004; Simpson et al., 1992, Simpson,

Rholes, & Phillips, 1996).

Attachment anxiety and avoidance also

may interfere with people’s ability to provide

responsive caregiving to their partners (e.g.,

Collins & Feeney, 2000; Feeney & Collins,

2001, 2003). To be sure, insecure persons

(especially the anxious-ambivalent type)

sometimes provide equivalent or even greater

levels of caregiving than secure persons do.

However, their helping activities reflect rela-

tively more egoistic and self-enhancing

motives (e.g., to reduce their own personal

anxiety about another’s plight, to create

indebtedness, or to foster a public image of

helpfulness and caring), whereas helping by

secure persons tends to reflect a more other-

focused, altruistic orientation (e.g., compas-

sionate concern about lessening the other’s

distress) (e.g., Feeney & Collins, 2003; Gillath

et al., 2005; Mikulincer, Shaver, Gillath, &

Nitzberg, 2005). Over time, it seems likely that

egoistically oriented caregiving would be rec-

ognized by partners as less than responsive to

their own actual needs. This prediction follows

directly from developmental research, which

characterizes responsive parenting as care that

sensitively and accurately assesses the needs

of the child, and that simultaneously provides

a secure base while encouraging autonomy

striving (e.g., Dix, 1991; Stern, 2002). It also

follows from research showing that excessive

caregiving may denote the helper’s unmet

emotional needs (Mayseless, Bartholomew,

Henderson, & Trinke, 2004). Both failing to

provide needed support and providing high

levels of noncontingent care (i.e., when and

how the caregiver wishes to help, as opposed

to when and what the child needs) may con-

tribute to perceived partner unresponsiveness.

Perceived responsiveness to needs is cen-

tral to social support. Although extensive evi-

dence indicates that the perceived availability

of support is associated with relational, emo-

tional, and physical health (e.g., Cohen, 2004;

Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett, 1990; Stroebe &



not perceived), false alarms (behaviors not

enacted but nonetheless perceived), and non-

events. In both studies (Gable et al. 2003;

Reis & Carmichael, 2006), we collected daily

diary reports of supportive interactions for

several weeks in adult married or cohabiting

samples. Findings in both studies revealed that

for supportive behaviors, hits and false alarms

predicted increases in relationship well-being

from the previous day. These effects were not

systematically related to mood, probably

because supportive interactions often take

place in the context of stressful or otherwise

unpleasant events. Often, these interactions

may not solve the underlying problem, even

at the same time as they have relational

benefits, as mentioned above. Similar results

were reported by Gleason, Iida, Bolger, and

Shrout (2003, 2005), who found that visible

support tended to increase relationship inti-

macy, even if it did not improve mood. These

findings suggest that the perception of partner

responsiveness to needs is central to the rela-

tional benefits of enacted social support. Over

the long term, hits in actual support transac-

tions should foster the perception of support

availability.

Finally, perceived responsiveness to needs

may also help clarify why people are generally

more willing to express emotions to close than

to distant others. Clark et al. (2001) explain that

Emotional expression carries information

about needs. Sad people have generally lost

something. They may need help in regain-

ing it or in coping with the loss. Angry peo-

ple feel unjustly treated. They may need

help in ascertaining whether their feelings

are justified or help in figuring out a way to

rectify the situation. (p. 255).

Clark et al. (2001) further theorize that emo-



considers self-regulation from the perspective

of the individual, life is lived in the ‘‘causally

potent context of relationships’’ (Berscheid,

1999, p. 265), and few factors are as potent

in influencing self-regulation as the behavior

of relationship partners (Reis, Berscheid, &

Collins, 2000). Partners influence the goals

we set, the strategies we choose to pursue

them, the likelihood of success or failure in

goal attainment, and the affects that are gener-

ated. The capacity of the self to regulate its

goal-directed activities is intrinsically linked

to the ways in which partners contribute, and

are perceived to contribute, to these processes.

Another way of saying this is that self-regulation

is inextricably linked to the processes of rela-

tionship initiation, development, maintenance,

and deterioration.

Among the various taxonomies of self-

regulatory motives that have been proposed,

the fourfold scheme offered by Sedikides

and Strube (1997) is representative: self-

enhancement (people strive to feel good about

themselves), self-verification (people seek con-

sistency between their self-assessments and

feedback from others), self-assessment (people

try to obtain accurate assessments of their at-

tributes), and self-improvement (people attempt

to cultivate positive attributes). Here I add

a fifth motive to their list, a motive to feel

secure and accepted in social relationships

because of its special relevance to close

relationships.

Perceived partner responsiveness contrib-

utes to the enactment of all five motives. At

first glance, this suggestion may seem simplis-

tic or overly reductionistic, inasmuch as these

motives are often portrayed as conflicting,

mutually exclusive, and theoretically distinct.

However, Sedikides and Strube (1997) offer

a more integrative account: That these motives

are part of a dynamic, complementary system,

in which each motive serves a somewhat

different pragmatic purpose, contributing

together to the individual’s attempt to act

adaptively in the world. Thus, it is not a ques-

tion of which motive is most correct or impor-

tant, but rather ‘‘under what circumstances is

each motive active,’’ ‘‘for which persons do

which motives predominate’’ (Sedikides &

Strube), and ‘‘how do these motives comple-

ment one another in fostering coherent self-

knowledge and behavior directed at fulfilling

basic goals?’’ Recognition of the manner in

which perceived partner responsiveness con-

tributes to each self-regulatory motive may

help elucidate this dynamic interplay.





2004). Because personal good fortune is often

associated with the fulfillment of valued goals,

positive responses to capitalization attempts

signal appreciation for, and responsiveness

to, the self.

The final motive to be discussed here, the

motive to attain a sense of felt security, is

closely related to the studies of social support

and need responsiveness discussed earlier.

Feeling secure in one’s relationship with close

others is a key mechanism involved in the reg-

ulation of attachment-related behaviors in

humans (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986). When

attachment figures are perceived to be respon-

sive to – that is, aware of, sensitive to, and

appropriately supportive of – needs, secure

attachment is most likely (Shaver & Miku-

lincer, 2002). Feeling secure is an important

mechanism for successfully managing the risk

that committed close relationships inherently

entail, and perceiving that partners will be sup-

portive and responsive to the self provides

reassurance that the other can be trusted (Mur-

ray et al., 2006). On the other hand, the per-

ception of nonresponsiveness, regardless of

whether it originates from a partner’s behavior

or the self’s motivated construals, undermines

the sense of felt security and is likely to spawn

defensive strategies for protecting the self

from exploitation or harm (Downey, Freitas,

Michaelis, & Khouri, 1998; Murray, Holmes,

Bellavia, Griffin, & Dolderman, 2002).

Because these five self-regulatory motives

differ from one another in important ways, the

particular mechanisms involving perceived

partner responsiveness are likely to differ in

their details. It would of course be unwise to



our early successes to build the conceptual,

empirical, and methodological infrastructure

of a mature science. To be sure, this will

be challenging. The intrinsic complexities of

investigating complex, multiperson, multiply

determined dynamic processes are familiar to

all relationship scientists. But with challenge

comes opportunity, and relationship science

has no shortage of opportunities for making

significant contributions to knowledge and

well-being.

Across our various home disciplines and

institutions, there is a discernible appreciation

of relationships as an increasingly vital factor

in most of the social, behavioral, and health

sciences. Just how we capitalize on that rec-

ognition is the central task of the field’s in-

tellectual development. We have a worthy

foundation of substantial theories and empiri-

cal facts to provide promising seed corn for

better theories and more accurate facts. Just

as importantly, recent methodological, tech-

nological, and statistical advances, advances

occurring at a rate that by all appearances

promises to accelerate, offer unprecedented

opportunities for relationship scientists to ask

ever more complex and sophisticated ques-

tions, and to obtain verified insights unimagin-

able in previous eras. As relationship science

engages its task of ripening, there is much on

our side and much to be done.
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