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Abstract 

Strategy implementation is one of the four pillars of strategic management. It has gained 
considerable attention of a large number of researchers as well as practitioners. This is 
growing attention due to the publication of scary percentage of limited success of strategy 
implementation in many worldwide business organizations. This paper presents a literature 
review of a number of important conceptual frameworks for strategy implementation. This 
paper is a humble attempt towards proposing a novel conceptual framework which can help 
in drawing big picture of key factors affecting strategy implementation success. 

Keywords: Conceptual frameworks, Strategy implementation, Internal factors, External 
factors, Balanced Scorecard. 
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1. Introduction 

Despite the clear importance of strategic management area and the obvious problems 
associated with its execution, it has however, been substantially neglected by academics 
(Atkinson, 2006). For many managers, strategy formulation is difficult while executing or 
implementing it throughout the organization is even more difficult without effective 
implementation, no business strategy can succeed. Unfortunately, most managers know far 
more about developing strategy than they do about executing it (Hrebiniak, 2006). The 
effectiveness of whole process of planning diminishes if the formulated strategies are not 
implemented (Siddique and Shadbolt, 2016). Remarkably, organizations fail to implement 
about 70% of their new strategies (Franklen et al, 2009). According to Johnson (2004), 66% 
of corporate strategy is never executed. According to Kaplan and Norton (1996), 95% of a 
company employees are unaware of or do not understand their company strategy.  

1.1 Defining Strategy Implementation 

Strategy implementation involves a broad range of efforts which focus on the transformation 
of strategic intentions into action (Miller and Dess, 1996). As for Noble (1999), strategy 
implementation is defined as: The communication, interpretation, adoption, and enactment of 
strategic plans. For Wheelen and Hunger (2012), implementing a strategy involves taking 
ideas, decisions, plans, policies, objectives and other aspects of the chosen strategy and 
implementing them into action.  

Strategy implementation is an iterative process of implementing strategies, policies, programs 
and action plans that allows a firm to utilize its resources to take advantage of opportunities 
in the competitive environment (Harrington,2006).  Implementation is the actions initiated 
within the organization and its relationships with external constituencies to realize the 
strategy (Homburg et al, 2004). 

Implementation in a hands-on operation and action-oriented human behavioral activity that 
calls for executive leadership and key managerial skills (Schaap, 2006). Strategy 
implementation is about designing appropriate organizational structure and control systems to 
put the organization chosen strategy into action (Hill et al, 2007). 

For Wheelen and Hunger (2012), strategy implementation is the sum total of the activities 
and choices required for execution of a strategic plan. Li et al (2008) concluded from 60 
articles that they have reviewed,  three distinct conceptions of the term "strategy 
implementation"; the first approach concentrate on a "process perspective" and takes strategy 
implementation as a sequence of carefully planned consecutive steps. The second approach 
treats strategy implementation as a series of more or less concerted (but often parallel) actions 
and examines these actions from a "behavior perspective". Some authors combine the process 
perspective and behavior perspective and form a third approach, which Yang et al called it as 
"hybrid perspective". 

This study stands for the adoption of Wheelen and Hunger (2012) definition of strategy 
implementation due their comprehensive perspective as one of four pillars that forms the 
strategic management basic integrated elements (Environmental scanning, strategy 
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formulation, strategy implementation and evaluation). 

2. A Review of Conceptual Models and Frameworks for Strategy Implementation 

Models are theoretical systematic grouping of interdependent concepts and principles that 
give a framework to, or tie together, a significant area of knowledge as scattered data are not 
information unless observer has knowledge of the theory that will explain relationships 
(Olum, 2004). Thus theories and theoretical models, provides criteria for what is relevant, 
they enable us communicate efficiently and they challenge us to keep learning about our 
world or the field we operate in as the environment is ever changing (Chiuri, 2015). 

There are some commonly used models and framework available for researchers and 
managers in the areas of strategy analysis and formulation in strategic management such as 
SWOT analysis, Porter's generic strategies, portfolio models (Okumus, 2003, Wheelen and 
Hunger, 2012). By contrast, there is no agreed-upon, generally accepted and dominant 
framework in "strategy implementation" (Siddique and Shadbolt, 2016). 

Kurt Verweire (2014) considers that  some management authors see strategy implementation 
as a performance measurement and management exercise, where strategies are translate into 
key performance indicators (KPI) that you cascade further down the organization. Others see 
strategy implementation as creating an organizational culture that empowers people to act in 
line with the strategy. Still others see implementation as strategic project portfolio 
management. Strategy implementation is all of that, and even more, strategy execution is a 
broad domain that touches many different management areas, from direction and goal-setting 
to HR, operations culture and the quality of leadership team that is in charge. So managers 
should pay significant attention to developing an engaging organizational climate and 
collaborative structure and culture. 

Much of strategy implementation research has focused on executing strategy as an 
operational process with related outcomes, instead of linking strategy implementation with 
strategic competitive performance outcomes (Hutzschenreater and Kleindienst, 2006); 
(Dederiches, 2010). 

Reviewing strategy implementation literature shows that most approaches about strategy 
implementation may be categorized in two groups; the first considered the term of strategy 
implementation as a sum of factors that interplays, interacts, and integrates within strategy 
implementation. This second group of approaches considered the term strategy 
implementation as "process", therefore this group may be called  as "process- oriented" 
approaches (Amjad, 2013). 

Whether approaches are “factor-oriented” or “process-oriented”, in their attempts to develop 
conceptual frameworks of strategy implementation, this study will categorize the most 
important of these attempts by focus area as shown in Table (1).  
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Table 1. [Strategy implementation conceptual frameworks attempts by category of 
approaches focus area] 

Category of 

Strategy 

Implementation 

Approach 

Conceptual Model / Framework Components 

(Factors / Actions) 
Authors / Researchers 

Factor-oriented 

approaches 

• Structure 
• Interpersonal-behavior 
• Strategic consensus, understanding, and 

strategy formulation quality 
• Commitment  
• Leadership, power structure 
• Communication systems 
• Culture, shared values 
• Resource allocation 
• HR, people development, empowerment and 

reward 
• Management mechanism and control 

systems 
• External factors PESTEL/ task environment 

(uncertainty, competitors) 
• Competitive advantage  

Waterman and Phillips (1980), 
Hrebiniak (2005),(2006),(2013) , 
Hill et al (2007), Schaap (2006) 
Pryors et al (2007), Brenes et al 
(2008), Olson et al (2005), Olums 
(2004), Hill and Jones (2008), 
Aakar (1998), Brinkschroder  N., 
(2014), 
Verweir (2014), 
Hrebiniak (2008) , (2013), 
Okums (2001), (2003), Siddique 
and shdbolt (2016). 

Process-oriented 

Approaches 

• Strategy-as-practice (Strategizing),  
• Implementation process barriers / drivers 
• Strategy implementation as iterative process
• Strategy-process 

Pettigrew  (1997), Whittington 
(2006), Jazabkowski et al (2007), 
Li et al (2008), Anderson (2004), 
Harrington (2006), Jazabkowski 
and Whittington (2008), Dameron 
and Torset (2014), Cardoso and 
Lavardo (2011), Da Costa et al 
(2015), Grand (2001), 
Hutzschenreuter and Kleindienst 
(2006)  

2.1 Strategy implementation conceptual “factor-oriented”, and “process-oriented” 
approaches: 

2.1.1 “Factor-oriented” approaches of strategy implementation: 

This study highlights eight of the most important contributions conceptual models in strategy 
implementation:  

(1) Waterman and Phillips's model (1980)/ (Mckinsey 7's) 
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Waterman and Philips (1980) proposed a strategy implementation framework in their article 
"Structure is not organization" in Business Horizons 1980. One of the three authors, "Peters", 
explained how the 7(S's) key factors became to be best known as Mckinsey's 7S, saying that 
Ron Daniel, Mckinsey managing directors was bedeviled by frequency with which clever 
strategies failed to be implemented effectively (Peters and Bay, 2011). The 7s model is the fruit 
of three research stations; "structure is not organization" 1980 Business Horizons article. Then 
Athos and Pascale research "The art of Japanese Management (1981), and Waterman and 
Peters included it in "In search of Excellence" (1982) (Peters and Bay, 2011). 

 

 
Figure 1. Waterman and Phillips, Conceptual framework (1980)/ (Mckinsey 7's) 

(2) Aaker's conceptual framework (1998) 

In his book "Developing Business Strategy", Aaker (1998) proposed a conceptual framework 
which aimed to help business in identifying factors that are to be considered in actual and 
potential strategy implementation problems. He suggested that these components must fit with 
each other as well as with the strategy. 



Journal of Management Research 
ISSN 1941-899X 

2017, Vol. 9, No. 3 

www.macrothink.org/jmr 17

 

Figure 2. Aaker's Conceptual framework for analyzing organization and strategy 
implementation requirements (1998) 

(3) Okumus's Conceptual framework of strategy implementation (2001), (2003). 

Okumus (2001) identified ten key variables which were critical for strategy implementation. 
These include: (strategy formulation, environmental uncertainty, organizational structure, 
culture, operational planning, communications, resource allocation, people, control and 
outcome). In (2003), Okumus developed his (2001) framework after identifying eleven key 
implementation factors and succeeded in regrouping them into four categories: (strategic 
content, strategic context, process and outcome). Based on this categorization Okumus (2003) 
proposed a conceptual framework renewing his (2001) model; to become with emphasized 
the interaction effect of the variables involved as shown in figure (7). Okumus (2003) further 
clarified that different implementation factors in these four categories should not be evaluated 
in isolation because a factor in one group can influence the other factors in the same and in 
other group.  
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Figure 3. [Okums strategy implementation conceptual framework] 

(4) Pryor et al (2007) Conceptual framework  [5P's Model] 

Pryor et al. (2007) proposed a conceptual framework based on the alignment and integration 
of widely accepted activities and functions of effective and successful strategy 
implementation. These activities and functions include: (structure, systems, leadership 
behavior, human resource policies, culture, values and management processes).  

Pryor et al. (2007) advocated the inevitable intertwined elements of culture, organization, 
people, and systems for strategy implementation and put forward a broad, process oriented 
interpretation of these elements in the form of "the 5P's model of strategy implementation". 
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Figure 4. [5Ps model of strategy implementation Pryor et al (2007)] 

(5) Hill and Jones Conceptual framework (2008) 

For both Hill and Jones (2008), the organizational design is the heart of implementing 
strategies effectively. Organizations motivate and coordinate its employees and members 
through the use of organizational structure, control systems and culture to work towards 
achieving the desired results by developing the competitive advantage. They also believed that 
organizational structure, control systems and culture directly affect the behavior, values and 
attitudes of people and also help them in implementing the organization business model and 
strategies. 

Hitt, Ireland, and Hoskinson (2013), also developed their conceptual framework, they share 
with Brenes et al (2008), the important role of corporate governance in strategy 
implementation success. According to Hitt et al. (2013) effective corporate governance, 
organizational structure and strategic entrepreneurships are necessary for successful 
implementation of strategies. Corporate governance is a relationship among stakeholders and 
helps determining the direction of firms and also control its performance. 

Hitt et al (2013) believes that organization structure specifies the accomplishment of given 
tasks whereas organizational control provides alignment to these tasks according to the 
strategic intent and also suggests improvements in performance when it falls below 
expectations. 
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Figure 5. The Hill and Jones conceptual framework (2008) 
(6) Brenes et al. Conceptual framework (2008): (Five key dimensions in successful 
implementation of strategy)  

In 2008, Brenes and his colleagues found that most successful companies between 300 local 
business firm in Latin America, reported the top three dimensions that included: (corporate 
governance leading the change, CEO's leadership and suitable motivated management and 
employees, and the strategy formulation process). 

 

Figure 6. Brenes et al (2008) Conceptual framework of Five key dimensions in successful 
strategy implementation. 

(7) Hrebiniak's Conceptual framework "implementing strategy and contextual factors" (2005), 
(2008), and (2013). 

Hrebiniak in his book; "Making Strategy Work" (2013), clarified that implementing strategy 
takes place within an organizational or environmental context. The four major factors, for 
Hrebiniak (2013) includes: (the change management context, the culture of the organization, 
the organizational power structure, and the leadership context). Hrebiniak concluded that the 
inability to manage change (considering some of the organizational characteristics , as the  
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size of the change and the time to manage it),  can be one of  the biggest obstacle to 
implement strategy successfully . 

 

Figure 7. Hrebiniak Conceptual framework  [Implementation strategy and contextual 
factors]. 

(8) Verweire's conceptual framework of strategy implementation (2014):                     

Kurt Verweire (2014) constructed a model to capture the essential elements of what 
constitutes effective strategy implementation. Three main levels for achieving a competitive 
advantage and a winning performance. The first lever of competitive advantage relates to the 
"Strategy itself". It does not make sense to implement a low-quality strategy. 

The two other levers concentrate on how to translate a winning strategy into great results: 
"Alignment" that defines which activities your company should set up to make the strategy 
concrete. The third lever of competitive advantage "Commitment" as a major determinant of 
organizational effectiveness; deals with the organizational context in which a firm's activities 
occur (Verweire, 2014). 

Winning companies have a highly committed workforce that is able to provide relevant input 
in the organization strategic discussions, as well as to translate the strategy into the 
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organization day-to-day activities. The whole organization is "strategy-focused", not just the 
executive team. The result is an organization that is "performance-driven", yet thrives on a 
collaborative and participative culture. Effective strategy implementation requires managers 
to work on all three levers – strategy, alignment and commitment – to create a sustainable 
competitive advantage. 

 

Figure 8. Verweire Conceptual framework [Three Levers of Competitive Advantage] (2014) 

2.1.2 “Process oriented” approach of strategy implementation 

The rapid growth in the field of strategy-as-practice research may be attributed to a general 
unease with the way that strategy research has developed over the last three decades. Since 
1980's the landmark contributions by Michael Porter strategy research has largely been based 
on the micro-economic tradition. As a consequence, research has typically remained on the 
macro-level of firms and markets while reducing strategy to a few causally related variables 
in which there is little evidence of human actions. In order to understand human agency in the 
construction and enactment of strategy, it is necessary to re-focus research on the action and 
interactions of the strategy practitioner in doing strategy. Strategy-as-practice may thus be 
seen as a part of the broader concern to humanize management and organization research  
(Pettigrew,  1997). For Whittington (2006), the Strategy-as-practice approach emphasize 
explicit links between micro and macro perspectives on strategy as a social practice. 
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Figure 9. Whittington Strategy-as-practice conceptual model (2006) 

For a comprehensive understanding of “Strategizing” Strategy-as-practice model, Whittington 
(2006) proposed three elements may be isolated, praxis, practices and practitioners. “Praxis” 
comprises the interconnection between the actions of different, dispersed individuals and 
group and those socially, politically, and economically embedded institutions within which 
individuals act and to which they contribute. This definition is important, as it indicates that 
“praxis” is both an embedded concept that may be operationalized at different levels from the 
institutional to the micro, and also dynamic, shifting fluidly through the interactions between 
levels (Jarzabkowski et al, 2007). 
“Practices” is intrinsically connected to “doing” because they provide the behavioral, 
cognitive, procedural, discursive and physical resources through which multiple actors are 
able to interact in order to socially accomplish collective activity. As these resources are 
utilized in routinized way that form patterns, they may be studied to understand “how” 
strategic activity is constructed (Jarzabkowski et al, 2007). 

Finally, “Practitioners” are obvious units of analysis for study, being active participants in the 
construction of activity that is consequential for the organization and its survival. However, 
identifying relevant practitioners and analyzing how their actions impact upon strategic 
activity is a complex issue that opens many new arenas of research. 

For A, B and C areas in figure (9), A is the interconnection between “practitioners” and 
“practice”. B is the interconnection between “practices” and practice. C is the interconnection 
between “practitioners” and practice. The remaining area in the middle is core of 
“Strategizing” process. 

The (SAP) Strategy-as-practice/strategizing model still confronting a big deal of ongoing 
challenges. Although there has been impressive empirical progress given the nascent state of 
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Strategy-as-practice as a field. However, contribution of this field may be further exploring 
the issues raised by the keys in this conceptual framework. Raised by the key in this 
conceptual framework of “praxis”, “practice” and “practitioners” and their relationships. The 
key priority is for more empirical research, which has been explicitly framed and designed to 
address the (SAP) research agenda. 

The actual strategizing practice of attracting and developing firm resources thus will 
substantially shape the resulting firm strategy and performance. However, despite the 
significance of the approach, the perspective has been challenged as being conceptually 
vague and tautological, focused on intangible and hard to observe concepts. While the 
detailed analysis of the strategizing practice in strategy research often suffers from a local and 
descriptive bias, its re-interpretation in a dynamic capability perspective guarantees an 
explicit interest in the link between differences with respect to their strategizing practices, 
differences in firm strategy, and differences in the resulting firm performance (Grand, 2001). 

An overview to the “process-oriented” approach to strategy implementation show that this 
approach has been influenced by scholars conceptualization of implementation within the 
strategy process (Sminia, 2009), (Hutszchenreuter and Kleindienst, 2006). The key issues of 
this approach are the intentionality and rational structuring versus the emergence of strategy 
and how distinct strategy implementation is considered in the strategy process (Dameron and 
Torset, 2014). 

Some process-oriented literature focused on strategic change, however, there is a need to 
conduct implementation research for strategic continuity as well. The issue of organizational 
buy-in management leadership, provision of the required culture, and strategy communication 
to the organization became the focus of implementation process-oriented research (Li et al., 
2008). 

The strategy-as-practice view is an attempt to look at practitioners, practices and praxis 
involved in strategic activities within organization.  Although there are some major 
difference in the details and emphasis between proponent of the “strategy-as-process” and 
“strategy-as-practice” view (Whittington, 2007), there is an agreement that both share a 
( processual ) view of strategy implementation (Langley, 2007). 

2.2 Balanced Scorecard approach for assessing strategy implementation success 

This paper, referring to what Robert S. Kaplan (2010) argued, “Norton and I believed that : 
“if you cannot measure it, you cannot improve it”. In fact , Kaplan (2010), continue in his 
working paper for the Harvard Business school: “after publication of the 1992, 1996 HBR 
article, several companies quickly adopted the balanced scorecard giving us deeper and 
broader insights into its power and potential. During the next 15 years, as it was adopted by 
thousands of private, public and nonprofit enterprises around the world, we extended and 
broadened the concept into management tool for describing, communicating and 
implementing strategy”  (Kaplan, 2010). 

This paper stands for the idea that any conceptual framework to be successfully developed 
must illustrate, in its design, a cause-effect relationship between the context's factors of 
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strategy implementation process(during implementing). Thus, using Balanced Scorecard four 
perspectives; Financial, Customers, Internal process, and learning and growth, will allow 
measuring objectively  the degree of achieved outcomes success of strategy implementation.  

3. Obstacles of Strategy Implementation Success 

Developing a sound strategy is only half the battle; the more difficult task is confronting the 
obstacles that prevent leaders from executing their strategies. There are a multitude of reasons 
proffered to explain why planning and execution sometimes fail to deliver expected 
performance (AMA/ American Management Association, 2006-2016). 

Each firm is unique in terms of its portfolio of products and markets, its resources and 
capabilities, its corporate culture, its administrative heritage, its structure, systems, leadership 
style, and the external environment together, can describe organizational identity and overall 
configuration in achieving success to formulating and implementing any organization 
corporate strategy. Regarding that internal fit is not enough; the critical requirement and the 
key of this complexity, is fit with external environment as well, the strategic fit is the key 
(Grant, 2010). 

Kurt Verweir (2014) argued the issue of strategy implementation obstacles, said that; “in 
many discussions with managers who struggle with strategy implementation, he have 
discovered that there are five root causes for unsuccessful strategy implementation”: 

• There is too much focus on financials in strategy discussion. 

• Functional strategies are not substitute for a business strategy. 

• Strategy implementation is too fragmented. 

• Managers communicate about strategy but forget to translate strategy into action. 

• Strategy implementation requires leadership capabilities. 

Wheelen and Hunger (2012) considered the following problems in implementing strategy: 

1. Implementation took more time than originally planned. 

2. Unanticipated major problems arose. 

3. Activities were ineffectively coordinated. 

4. Competing activities and crisis took attention away from implementation. 

5. The involved employees had insufficient capabilities to perform their jobs. 

6. Lower-level employees were inadequately trained. 

7. Departmental managers provided inadequate leadership and direction. 

8. Key implementation tasks and activities were poorly defined. 

9. The information system inadequately monitored activities. 
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As for the AMA (2006-2016), the listed “Top ten factors hindering strategic execution”; with 
(expectations go for 10 years, till 2016), took the ranking by relative importance in a scale of 
5-points, where 1= very little and 5= very much. 

Table 2. [Top Ten Factors Hindering Strategic Execution] seen by AMA 2006 and expectation 
in ten years, (5 points scale relative importance): 

Factors (2006) In Ten years 
(2016) 

Lack of adequate resources  3.18 3.00 
Government regulations 3.09 3.17 
Lack of follow-through 3.08 2.85 
Competitive pressures  3.06 3.24 
Inadequate communication and feedback 3.06 2.88 
Lack of performance management links to outcomes 3.03 2.75 
Culture not ready for change 3.02 2.74 
Economic conditions are not favorable 3.01 3.33 
Confusion over goals or expectations  2.99 2.78 
Conflicting accountabilities 2.98 2.86 

In this study, we believe that obstacles and problems that could hinder strategy 
implementation or causing its failure; should be included as a part of a comprehensive 
conceptual model as it is proposed in this study. In fact surrounding both internal and external 
factors affecting strategy implementation outcomes success and examining them empirically 
will permit further conclusions in the Jordanian private universities as the case of this study. 

4. Conclusions   

Strategy implementation represents one of the four pillars of strategic management. This 
paper reviews theoretical literature on strategy implementation, and reveals some conclusions 
and important pints: 

1. As Wheelen and Hunger (2012) summarized, strategy implementation is “Where the 
rubber hits the road”. Environmental scanning and strategy formulation are crucial to strategic 
management but are only the beginning of the process. The failure to carry a strategic plan into 
day-to-day operations of the workplace is a major reason why strategic planning often fails to 
achieve its objectives. 

2. Whether a researcher adopt the “Factor-oriented” or the “Process-oriented” or any other 
approaches in formulating a conceptual model for strategy implementation, it is vital to 
consider that they all will meet others at the end, due that all attempts seek “success” for the 
strategy implementation outcomes but by different ways. 

3. It would be an exaggerated simplifying to investigate probable affects on strategy 
implementation success by focusing only on internal context factors. The big picture shows 
that business organizations as open systems, exchange affects with their external environment 
as well.  
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4. Assessing objectively the validity of any conceptual mode / framework needs to be tested 
and re-tested empirically, before deciding their validation in the real situations. Empirical 
analysis of different factors and groups of variables involved in the strategy implementation 
process when in reality. Strategy implementation is a cyclic process and different variables 
interact with each other linearly as well as non-linearly. 

 

Therefore, any scientific attempt  seeking objectivity in studying or investigating the subject 
of strategy implementation success factors, is invited to consider having a comprehensive 
view . Able to surround both internal and external contexts while seeking factors affecting   
formulated strategy  execution process , regarding the use  of : Balanced Scorecard approach 
with its four perspectives; (Financial, Customers, Internal process, and learning and growth), 
as well as other strategy implementation obstacles . Such a comprehensive  view  could  
allow measuring objectively the degree of achieved outcomes success of strategy 
implementation enhancing wide  horizons of improvement .  
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