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What Beer’s Theory of Viability (VSM) can offer to the field of Workforce Emotions? 

 

Abstract 

The study of emotions is the most densely populated field of organizational behaviour academic 

research. However, the application of systemic approaches to the field of workforce emotions is 

marginal. The current theoretical study intends to reveal the suitability of a systemic approach  

-the theory of viability (i.e. Viable System Model -VSM)- for comprehending, diagnosing and 

managing employees emotions. The conceptual basis of the study is that the realm of emotions 

management research can be enriched by the using VSM criteria, e.g. its structural categories 

and the principles of law of requisite variety and recursivity for managing the complexity to 

guide and organize existing research on emotions management. In this paper we present the 

conceptual framework developed to conduct a recent PhD project based on this approach. 

Keywords: Viable System Model, Workforce Emotions, Multi-level Emotions, Affective Work 

Environment, Positive Work-Climate.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Despite non-negligible significance of the emotional aspects of the workforce, the 

availability of methods for comprehending and handling them are marginal (Fisher, 2000).  

Scholars and practitioners in organizational behavior discipline are constantly faced with 

challenging questions of the means utilization to best investigate the emotional phenomena. Brief 

and Weiss (2002, p.299) suggested that “what we do not have and need are theories that guide us 

in identifying specific kinds of work conditions and/or events (physical, social or economic) 

associated with workforce emotions” (Lindebaum and Fielden, 2011). In order to meet this 

requirement, we need to look for qualitatively rich practical approaches (Fineman, 1993) “built 

from the ground up rather than imported from other areas of psychology” (Brief and Weiss, 

2002, p.300). 

Over last 50 years, a body of knowledge has been accumulated - called systems theory – 

which is based on the principle of holistic view, applicable and transferable across the domains 

in all the firms of organization. One of the systems approaches, ‘organizational cybernetics’ is a 

science dedicated to the domain of social systems exhibiting high degrees of complexity 

(Schwaninger, 2004). Stafford Beer (1959), a pioneer of managerial cybernetics, concentrated on 

the application of the natural laws of cybernetics in organizations, enterprises and institutions. 

He introduced a theory of viability, known as Viable System Model (VSM) -a universally valid 

approach to the modeling and design of human organization (Beer, 1979, 1981, 1985) - in the 

field of cybernetics.  

VSM was inspired by “the structures of neurophysiological control in higher organism” 

as Beer found that “management systems of a viable organization and the nervous system of 

viable human organisms exhibit – in a well-defined sense – identical basic structural patterns” 
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(Schwaninger, 2006). The theoretical framework of the VSM offers a holistic view of the 

working of the organization as a whole, taking into consideration operations, meta-systemic 

management as well as environment and the interactions amongst them (Espinosa and Walker, 

2011).  The structure of VSM organizes the five functions which are integral to the 

organization’s viability despite of its size, its business type and environment in which it exists 

(Beer, 1985; Espejo and Schwaninger, 1993).  

VSM was developed to better understand and improve efficiency and viability of human 

organizations.  It has been extensively used by the researchers and professionals as a guiding 

framework to comprehend and revise the organizational structure both in public and private 

sector (Schwaninger, 2006); and most of them found it useful, innovative and effective reference 

framework for diagnosing and designing the structure of an organization from a variety of 

perspectives; and for facilitating managers in coping with complexity more efficiently (Gmur et 

al., 2010). It offers a holistic understanding of an organization and its management of 

complexity; and a meta-language that allows identifying different types of structural patterns of 

interaction, which may be very helpful to increase understanding on workforce emotions 

management in the workplace (Espinosa and Walker, 2008, 2013). 

Over the years, VSM researchers have gained insights into the strength of theory for 

dealing with humanistic aspects of the social organizations (Sabir, Espinosa, and Vidgen, 2014). 

Managing people and their soft issues within the organization for the achievement of viability is 

at the heart of VSM. Though earlier it was critiqued as a mechanistic approach more interested in 

technological than social aspects of organizations, which later turned out to be completely 

misleading (Espejo, 2003; Espejo and Gill, 1997). The concepts of autonomy, self-regulation, 

self-awareness, cohesion, coordination, synergy, value, norms, identity and so on which makeup 
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the Viable System Model give acumen to the recognition of soft attributes specific to people 

working within the organizations.   

The prior research on workforce emotions is substantial, in terms of, employees’ 

perceptions, attitudes and behaviors. However, there has been surprisingly minimal research on 

the application of systems theory –like the theory of viability- to the diagnosis and management 

of workforce emotions.Correspondingly, despite the growing research interest in Beer’s theory 

of viability (i.e. Viable System Model), no study has been undertaken on the potential benefits 

that the researchers and practitioners of workforce emotions can draw from VSM framework.  

The current theoretical study attempts to fill the gap and reflect the appropriateness of the 

Viable System Model for application in workforce emotions comprehension, investigation and 

management at different levels of organization (e.g. individual, dyadic, group, system, industrial, 

regional, and cross-cultural). It outlines the potential applications of the structural lens of VSM 

and its principles of law of requisite variety and recursivity for managing workforce emotions. 

The theoretical underpinnings open new horizons for the application of theory of viability in the 

field of workforce emotions, constituting the subtle softness of human systems (Ivanov, 1991; 

Wang and Ahmed, 2002). 

VSM’S STRUCTURAL FUNDAMENTALS – FOR HOLISTIC VIEW OF WORKING 

ENVIRONMENT  

The study of workplace emotions is narrow in its research on the causes which trigger 

emotions within work environment (Weiss and Brief, 2002). When it comes to understanding 

emotions from an organizational context, we need to understand affective causes relevant to 

individual functioning in work settings more holistically. The attempts made so far by the 

researchers for understanding the work environment features producing emotions (e.g. Bash and 
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Fisher, 1998; Erol-Korkmaz, 2010; Weiss and Brief, 2002) remained incapable of giving the 

comprehensive view of the affect-oriented work settings. As Brief and Weiss (2002, p.299) 

stated that “we know less than we should about features of work environment that are likely to 

produce particular (positive and negative) emotions amongst the individuals” (Lindebaum and 

Fielden, 2011). The studies focus merely on few of the work aspects, which have been thought or 

found relevant to emotions elicitation. Specially, the internal working environment has remained 

the prime focus of researchers in isolation of external environment of the organization, whereas 

external events may impact on employee’s emotions and consequently their attitudes and 

behaviors as well (Ashton-James and Ashkanasy, 2004). Also, the social aspect of the 

organization- including the relations amongst co-workers, managers and other organizational 

members- are the vital parts of the organizational settings. Everyday working with them creates 

the work events, which may be affective in nature and hold the capacity to trigger emotional 

reactions.   

A holistic view of emotional underpinnings within the organization cannot be achieved 

unless both the external as well as the internal environment of the organization, both from 

operational and social-relational perspectives, are taken into consideration. Thus, the 

investigation of the antecedents of emotions needs to be broadened; including the interrelated 

view of the organizational functioning, its social connectedness, and individual traits for better 

understanding of the cohesive antecedents of employees’ emotional experiences.  

The qualitatively rich theory of viability i.e. Viable System Model (VSM) offers a holistic 

view of the functionality of the organization as a whole, taking into consideration the operations, 

management as well as environment and the interactions amongst them (Espinosa and Walker, 

2011; Leonard, 2009). The operational units working with the organization are referred as 
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‘System 1’ (S1) while the meta-system entrusted with the task of providing services to facilitate 

the objective accomplishment undertaken by the operational units include ‘System 2’ (S2), 

‘System 3 and 3*’ (S3 and S3*), ‘System 4’ (S4) and ‘System 5’ (S5). They (S2 to S5) 

encompass different sets of management functions (Beer, 1979, 1981, 1985). The functions 

referred as S1 through S5 are necessary and sufficient conditions for the viability of organization 

(Beer, 1981; Schwaninger, 2000). The viability of the organization is reduced if any one of the 

functions is either missing or not performing well (Schwaninger, 1989). The subsystems are 

connected via a network of communication channels, which carry and share information amongst 

them (figure 1). The functions performed by each of the system are as follows: 

---------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1about here 

---------------------------------- 

System 1 (S1) 

It carries the primary activities of the business (Espinosa and Walker, 2011) i.e. the product or 

the service sold to the customer (Leonard, 2007). S1 might contain several operational units 

depending on the number of businesses undertaken by the organization (Walker, 2006). S1 is 

connected to the present working environment and implements the purpose of the system. 

System 2 (S2) 

It is often described as coordination function or ‘damping oscillations’ (Espinosa and Walker, 

2011). It manages the conflicts between the different operational units or the departments by 

coordinating their activities through the information sharing mechanism, e.g. common standards, 

protocols, policies, procedures, guidelines and so on.  

System 3 (S3) 
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It is synergy optimization channel, which regulated the overall functioning of the operational 

units (S1). It negotiates and allocates the resources to (S1) working units who in turn, report their 

performance to the management on regular intervals (Espejo and Gill, 1997).  

System 3* (S3*) 

It works together with S3 as an accountability channel (Espinosa and Walker, 2011). It monitors 

the activities of operational units (S1) directly at sporadic intervals to audit the accuracy of the 

information provided by them. 

System 4 (S4) 

It performs the function of intelligence and future envisioning (Leonard, 2008). It undertakes the 

environmental scanning on regular intervals to provide the feedback on market conditions and 

suggest plans for adapting to the environmental changes. 

System 5 (S5) 

It expresses the identity and purpose of the system through its policy making function. It gives 

closure to the whole organization (Leonard, 2007).  

VSM structural lens offers a guiding framework for ascertaining the interrelated aspects of 

the working environment (i.e. work, management functions, external environment and social 

relations) and categorizing the related affect-oriented work events.  

The work-events classified under the functional components (S1-S5) of VSM, allow viewing 

how (a) primary activities, (b) damping oscillations, (c) synergy optimization, (d) audit, (e) 

environmental scanning, and (f) policy making activities, contribute in undertake a more holistic 

research design in the field of workforce emotions. This holistic account of the work-events 

related to workforce emotions will help to determine how employee’s emotional experiences 

influence their work attitudes and behaviors. Similarly, the basic components of VSM, i.e. (a) 
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operations, (b) management, and (c) environment - provide a useful framework to consolidate an 

account of the typologies of relations inherent to the functioning of the social organizations, 

useful for analyzing recurrent interactions of the different types of agents, as well as the 

influence of organizational relations on employee’s emotions. 

Proposition 1: The categorization of affective work-events following VSM -functional and social- 

distinctions offers a better depiction of the work environment and its related aspects for 

diagnosing the underlying causes behind the production of workforce emotions within 

organizational settings. 

VSM’S LORV–FOR BALANCING INHIBITING and ENABLING EMOTIONS 

The prior literature pertaining to organizational behavior suggests that people experience 

a large variety of emotions and affects due to personal and work related factors (e.g. Basch and 

Fisher, 1998; Fisher, 2000), having far-reaching repercussions on their behavioral response 

(Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). These ‘unmanaged’ emotional and behavioral responses may 

increase the organizational complexity. It is imperative for the management to deal effectively 

with the affect oriented attitudes and behaviors of employee in order to manage the 

organizational complexity. 

Beer’s theory of viability states that the existing complexity in the organization can 

overpower its regulator and make its management problematic (Beer, 1979). To deal with ever 

increasing complexity in social organizations, his work incorporated the basic laws of variety 

management and recursivity (Espinosa, Harnden, and Walker, 2007). Ashby’s (1964) Law of 

Requisite Variety (LORV) i.e. ‘only variety can destroy variety’, in order words ‘only variety 

can absorb variety’, was embedded as a cornerstone in his work (Espejo and Howard, 1982; 

Beer, 1981). The term ‘variety’ (coined by Ashby, 1964) explains the possible number of 



9 
 

 
 

possible states in a situation, so it is used to measure complexity (Espejo, 1997; Beer, 1985). The 

law of requisite variety states if the complex system has to maintain viability within its 

environment and the management is to continue to steer the organization, then the variety of 

responses displayed by organization should at least equal that emerging from its environment; 

and the variety of responses of management should at least equal that of the organization; as 

Ashby says: ‘only variety can absorb variety’ (Ashby, 1964; Espejo, 2003; figure 2).   

---------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2about here 

---------------------------------- 

This variety amongst the operations, management and environment can be achieved at a 

desirable level of performance, by designing and implementing ‘attenuators’ and ‘amplificators’ 

(Espejo, 1997). “Attenuation means the reduction of the variety of the possible disturbances” that 

the receiving entity can actually handle whereas “amplification means increasing the regulatory 

variety to a level needed to cope with the remaining disturbances” that the receiving entity needs 

if it is to remain regulated (Achterberg and Vriens, 2009: 181); hence equating managerial, 

operational and environmental varieties (Beer, 1985). 

Hence forth, the LORV embedded within Beer’s viability theory may be adopted for the 

effective handling of complexity created due to employee’s affect-oriented behavioral variety.  

Employees felt emotions can be broadly classified as ‘enablers’ and ‘inhibitors’. Enablers may 

be understood as positive emotions (enthusiasm, pleasure, pride etc.) which increase the 

likeability of person’s performance towards the target; whereas inhibitors can be known as 

negative emotions (hatred, anger, depression etc.) which decreases the cognitive efficiency  

(Weick, 1990) leading to negative work attitudes and counterproductive behaviors. Based on 
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these criteria, employees’ performance can be increased by attenuating the performance-

inhibiting emotions and amplifying the performance-enabling emotions in the working 

environment. 

The balance between the two sets of emotions (i.e. inhibitors and enablers) can be 

achieved amongst the main parts of the viable system i.e. operations, meta-systemic management 

and environment. For example, the balance inside operations (i.e. between an employee and 

his/her co-workers) can be achieved through the implicit and explicit norms of the organization –

its culture or climate, values, and policies- which may facilitate the amplification of enabling 

(positive) emotions and attenuation of inhibiting (negative) emotions (figure 3).  

---------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 3about here 

---------------------------------- 

Work environment features can play a key-enabling role in making the enablers’ amplification 

and inhibitors’ attenuation possible. Affective Events Theory proposed that stable work 

environment features such as job characteristics, job design etc. result in the occurrence of 

different types of affect-producing events e.g. enriched job might more often lead to events like 

performance feedback, optimal challenge, and task accomplishment which may result in 

experiencing positive emotions such as happiness, enthusiasm, or pride (Weiss and Cropanzano, 

1996). The existing knowledge may be used by the managers as a yardstick for reducing the 

incidence of events provoking frustration, anger, disgust, and disappointment, while increasing 

those that produce happiness, enjoyment, enthusiasm, contentment, and pleasure which might go 

some way toward positive work outcomes (Fisher, 2000). 
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The amplification of enablers (positive emotions) might impact positively on the work-

related attitudes of job satisfaction and commitment of an employee and motivate her/him 

towards achieving the goals rigorously. Similarly, the attenuation of inhibitors (negative 

emotions) by managing the work events and contents will prevent the employee from emotional 

exhaustion, which will help her/him further to utilize her/his creativity and energy towards 

increasing her/his work performance. 

Organizations can be roughly divided into two sets of people: a) one who actually does 

the action to achieve goals (i.e. operations), b) others who provide services to make this goal 

achievement possible (i.e. meta-systemic management). The actual performers or employees 

interact with the management or regulators on regular basis with the purpose of seeking support, 

information, knowledge, or other resources for meeting the organizational purpose. The manager 

responsible for regulating the activities of the operational units should have the capacity to 

produce adaptive responses to all those disturbances produced due to the emotional setbacks 

amongst workforce (e.g. conflicts, stress and so on), likely to deviate the employees from the 

work targets. In other words, the negative emotions experienced by employees must be 

attenuated by the manager, by amplifying his support (Ashkanasy and Daus, 2002; figure 4). 

---------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 4 about here 

---------------------------------- 

 The work events responsible for generating positive emotions amongst the employees may 

include receiving recognition from the management, involvement in decision making, 

involvement in planning and involvement in problem solving and so on (Erol-Korkmaz, 2010). 

The events at the managerial level responsible for producing negative emotions may include lack 



12 
 

 
 

of receiving recognition, lack of influence or control, company policies, or workload (Basch and 

Fisher, 1998).  

The management needs to amplify the work events stimulating positive emotions 

amongst the workforce and needs to develop intervention strategies for minimizing and 

controlling the work events producing negative emotions, hampering the workforce performance.  

Likewise, the people working within the viable system interact with the actors of external 

environment for the fulfilment of organizational purpose. With few of them the interaction is 

more on regular basis e.g. customers, suppliers - without whom the achievement of 

organizational goal is not possible. The external environmental actors express emotions during 

their interaction with the organizational members, which directly or indirectly may impact on 

their emotions and subsequent reactions (Wegge, Dick, Fisher, Michael, and Dawson, 2006). 

Fisher (1998) reported that the employees experienced positive as well as negative emotions due 

to their interaction with the customers and the acts of customers. Therefore, the emotions 

proliferating from the external environment must also be taken into consideration by the 

management (figure 5).  

---------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 5 about here 

---------------------------------- 

Though organization exercises little or no control on the actors prevailing in the 

environment but despite of this deadlock, system needs to devise strategies for attenuating 

negative emotions transferred from the actors in the external environment; so that positive 

emotions could be amplified amongst the organizational workforce as the satisfaction of 
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employees is having a positive co-correlation with customer satisfaction (Robbins, Judge, and 

Sanghi, 2009). 

  

Proposition 2: The VSM principle of the Law of Requisite Variety amplifies ‘enabling’ emotions 

and attenuates ‘inhibiting’ emotions amongst the main organizational components - operations, 

management and environment- for achieving positive emotional climate within workplace. 

VSM’S RECURSIVITY – FOR DIAGNOSING EMOTIONS AT MULTI-LEVELS 

 Earlier studies mainly focused on intrapersonal aspect of emotions concerned with 

determinants and responses of emotions with respect to an individual. However, the investigation 

of affect and its subsequent impact has not remained confined to the individual level of analysis 

but has gone up to the aggregate level , i.e. dyadic (between two individuals), group (a set of 

individuals interacting directly with temporal continuity), and system or organizational level 

(within large group sharing norms, values and culture) (Keltner and Haidt, 1999). Last fewer 

decades have witnessed a new wave of research in organizational behavior discipline on the 

connections between emotions and the social environment (Mesquita and Frijda, 1992). This 

broadened field of investigation has resulted in the greater awareness on how emotions inform 

and are informed within organizational social settings.  

 Emotions can be linked and interrelated at different levels of analysis (Wilson, 

1998). Meaning, the affective information offered at different level of analysis (from individual 

to culture/system) can be put together to create a more complete understanding of the role of 

emotions while at work. This integrated view of organizational behavior has been stressed by 

several researchers, e.g. Ashkanasy (2003), Barsade, Brief, and Spataro (2003), Brief and Weiss 

(2002); suggesting that emotions investigation should be extended upward to organizational level 
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and downward to intra-personal level. Ashkanasy (2003) suggested a further extension of the 

level of emotions investigation up to industry and region, to determine the difference in 

emotional climate between manufacturing and services industries and so on. Similarly, Barsade 

et al. (2003) suggested a further higher level of cross-national comprehension of the norms of 

emotional expressions, i.e. how eastern cultures hold different approach in expression of 

emotions as compared to western cultures.  

Beers viability theory is based on the Law of Recursiveness of the viable system i.e. 

‘every viable system contains and is contained in another viable system’ (Beer, 1979). In 

recursive system, both sub-systems and super-systems have the same structural principles and 

each of the viable system maintains its autonomy vis-à-vis its environment and contribute to the 

production of larger viable system (Espejo, 2003; figure 6a). For example, a large corporate 

organization has two business units, one of the business containing three production units, one of 

the production unit holding three departments and so on. These levels are called the levels of 

recursion. The recursion principle is multi-dimensional suggesting that same organization or its 

unit can function simultaneously both as sub-system as well as super-system within the 

framework of different recursive organizational configurations (Schwaninger, 2000; figure 6b). It 

provides a way for looking at the system’s complexity in manageable portions. The recursivity 

nature of the viable systems model can facilitate the multi-level investigation of workforce 

emotions within the work settings.    

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 6A and 6B about here 

------------------------------------ 
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Proposition 3: The VSM principle of recursivity permits to investigate the emotions at the 

multiple levels -individual, dyadic, group, organizational and/or higher level (industrial, 

regional or cross-cultural)- based on the observes requirement.   

CONCLUSION 

 The qualitatively rich theory of viability i.e. Viable System Model (VSM) has 

been proposed in the current study as a guiding framework for better understanding and 

managing of the emotional phenomenon within working environment. It has been adopted by 

several researchers and practitioners for diagnosing organizational performance, and/or for 

(re)structuring organizations based on the factors essential and adequate for its long-term 

viability. Despite of the wide-ranging applications of VSM across the business sectors for 

diagnosing and designing the organizational structures, it has never been used for diagnosing 

affective work environment and causes of emotional experiences of employees within 

organizational settings. 

 VSM provides the holistic view of the functionality of the organization as a 

whole, taking into consideration the operations, management as well as environment and the 

interactions amongst them; helpful for comprehensive analysis of the work environment and the 

affective antecedents of emotional experiences present within.  Also, the Law of Requisite 

Variety-LORV embedded within VSM can help practitioners in making the work climate 

positive by attenuating negative emotions and amplifying positive emotions. VSM being 

recursive in nature can also be used for making the investigation of emotions at multiple levels 

(i.e. individual, dyadic, group, systems, industrial, regional and cross-cultural). 

 A fruitful empirical investigation on the utilization of VSM structural lens (in 

conjunction to Affective Events Theory by Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996) for comprehending the 
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affective work environment holistically and diagnosing the antecedents of employee’s emotional 

experiences has already been made as a part of PhD thesis work. The study adopted hypothetico-

deductive method through survey strategy. Partial least square structural equation modelling 

(PLS-SEM) was adopted to test the study hypotheses (for details read Sabir, Angela, and Vidgen, 

2014). The study findings confirmed the affective utilization of suggested viable system model 

for diagnosing workforce emotions holistically. However, the empirical analysis on the use of 

VSM principles of LORV and recursivity are the directions for future research. 

In essence, the cybernetic VSM model can provide a structured way for studying and handling 

the workforce emotional experiences within complex social systems as a whole.  
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Figure 1 

Viable System Model Structure 

Source: Leonard, A. (1999) 
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Figure 2 

Law of Requisite Variety for Managing Affective Complexity at Workplace 

Source: Espejo (2003) 
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Figure 3 

Balancing Emotions - Employee and Operations 
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Figure 4 

Balancing Emotions - Operation and Management 
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Figure 5 

Balancing Emotions - System and Environment 
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Figure 6 

Level of Recursions for Multi-level Investigation of Emotions 

Source: (a) Corballis, M. (2011); (b) Leonard, A. (1999) 
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