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abstractBACKGROUND:Nutritionally poor foods are heavily advertised to children on television. Whether those
same products are also advertised to parents on television has not been systematically examined.

METHODS: This study is a content analysis of advertisements for children’s packaged foods and
beverages aired over US network, cable, and syndicated television for 1 year (2012 to 2013).
The target audience of each advertisement was defined as children or parents based on
advertisement content, where parent-directed advertisements included emotional appeals
related to family bonding and love. Advertisement characteristics and patterns of airtime were
compared across target audience, and the proportion of total airtime devoted to
advertisements targeting parents was computed.

RESULTS: Fifty-one children’s food or beverage products were advertised over the study year, 25
(49%) of which were advertised directly to parents. Parent-directed advertisements more
often featured nutrition and health messaging and an active lifestyle than child-directed
advertisements, whereas child-directed advertisements more frequently highlighted fun and
product taste. Over all products, 42.4% of total airtime was devoted to advertisements that
targeted parents. The products with the most amount of airtime over the study year were
ready-to-eat cereals, sugar-sweetened beverages, and children’s yogurt, and the proportion of
total advertisement airtime for those products devoted to parents was 24.4%, 72.8%, and
25.8%, respectively.

DISCUSSION: Television advertisements for children’s packaged foods and beverages frequently
targeted parents with emotional appeals and messaging related to nutrition and health.
Findings are of concern if exposure to such advertisements among parents may shape their
beliefs about the appropriateness of nutritionally questionable children’s foods and beverages.

WHAT’S KNOWN ON THIS SUBJECT: Nutritionally
poor foods are frequently marketed to children
on US television. As manufacturers face
increasing pressure to limit such marketing,
parents may become an increasingly important
audience. However, little is known about parent-
directed marketing for children’s foods.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS: Nutritionally poor
children’s foods were frequently advertised to
parents on US television using emotional and
health-related appeals. Whether exposure to
such marketing may shape a parent’s beliefs
about the appropriateness of nutritionally poor
children’s foods warrants investigation.
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Foods and beverages are heavily
marketed to children in the United
States.1,2 Television is the primary
medium used when marketing food
to children,1,2 accounting for 48%
of all child-directed marketing
expenditures for packaged foods in
2009.1 On average, children under
the age of 12 view .24 hours a
week of traditional television3 and
view 12.8 food advertisements per
day.4 Importantly, the foods
promoted to children on television
are primarily of poor nutritional
quality.1,4,5 Child-directed
advertisements are often crafted to
increase children’s pestering for
advertised items,1,6 and strong
evidence supports that exposure to
food advertisements influences the
food preferences and purchase
requests of children.7,8

As food manufacturers face
increasing pressure to limit child-
directed advertising for nutritionally
poor foods, parents may become
an increasingly important target
audience. Few studies have examined
the promotion of children’s foods
and beverages directly to parents.
Previous studies have examined the
promotion of children’s foods and
beverages in parenting9,10 or general
adult11 magazines and have
described case studies of children’s
products promoted to parents.12,13

One study of a random sample of 100
Australian television advertisements
for children’s foods aired in 200914

reported that 24% of advertisements
were considered emotionally
appealing to parents, in that they
included themes of family life or a
parent’s concern for their child’s well-
being or health. The extent to which
manufacturers target parents directly
when advertising children’s foods and
beverages on US television remains
unexplored.

This study analyzed the content
of advertisements for children’s
packaged foods and beverages aired
over US television over 1 year (March
2012 to February 2013).

Advertisements that targeted
children or parents were selected
for analysis. We defined parent-
directed advertisements as those
that included an emotional appeal
of family bonding or caring/love.
That definition was guided by the
findings of the above content
analysis of a sample of Australian
television advertisements.14

Advertisement characteristics were
compared across target audiences,
and airtime for advertisements by
target audience were presented by
food and beverage type. Given the
health concerns related to sugar-
sweetened beverage consumption
among children,15–18 we present
a case study to describe the
marketing approaches used in
promoting sugar-sweetened
beverages. The results provide
novel information about the nature
and extent of parent-directed
advertising for nutritionally
questionable children’s foods and
beverages on television.

METHODS

Data Source

Data for this study were purchased
from a commercial vender (AdScope,
Kantar Media, Atlanta, GA) as part of
another study to examine television
food advertising. The purchased
database included a listing of all
advertisements for packaged foods
and beverages placed on US network,
cable, and syndicated television (139
channels) aired between March 2012
and February 2013. The following
information was included for each
advertisement: a unique identifier
(specific to the advertisement),
product manufacturer, product name,
length of advertisement (seconds),
and channel, date, and time of airing.
A video library of advertisements was
available for content coding. The
purchased database did not include
advertisements for restaurants,
including quick-serve restaurants.
This study was exempt from
institutional board review.

Selection of Advertisements for
Children’s Foods and Beverages

The process used to select
advertisements for analysis is
presented in Fig 1. Children’s foods
and beverages were defined as those
promoted on television during
programming targeted to children.
Specifically, any food or beverage
advertised at least once from 8 AM to
1 PM weekdays on Nickelodeon,
NickToons, Disney XD, and Cartoon
Network was included. Those
channels were selected because they
were the top sources of television
food and beverage advertisement
exposure among children in 2011.4

Broadcast stations (eg, ABC, CBS,
NBC, and FOX) accounted for ,10%
of all food and beverage ads viewed
by children in 20114 and therefore
were not included. Once those
children’s foods and beverages were
identified, all advertisements for
those products that aired on any
channel and at any time were
extracted for content coding.
Advertisements for infant formula,
toddler/baby food, or artificial
sweeteners, those in Spanish, or those
with technical difficulties were
excluded from analysis.

Each advertisement was coded on a
series of quantitative characteristics
and qualitative appeals.
Characteristics were based on
previous studies that analyzed the
content of television5,14,19,20 and
print9,10 advertisements for
children’s foods. An iterative process
was used in which 2 authors (JAE and
SM) coded the advertisements while
reviewing and refining the coding
schema. That process resulted in a
final codebook of 18 quantitative and
10 qualitative characteristics. Next, all
advertisements were coded by 2
authors (JAE and MS), one of whom
was not involved in developing the
coding schema. Quantitative
characteristics were coded as
present (yes versus no), and each
advertisement was assigned #4
qualitative appeals.
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Supplemental Tables 3 and 4 contain
the final set of quantitative and
qualitative characteristics and
interrater agreements. Because
Cohen’s k values are sensitive to
underlying prevalence rates and
asymmetry and may underestimate
reliability when agreement is high,21

we report interrater reliability as
both Cohen’s k and simple agreement
(%). The average Cohen’s k over the
18 quantitative characteristics was
0.81 (range 0.12–1.0; 1 characteristic
was an outlier with a k of 0.12, but it
had a high absolute agreement of
90%). Average simple agreement was
94% (range 75%–100%). The
average Cohen’s k over the 10
quantitative characteristics was 0.68
(range 0.44–0.96) and average simple

agreement was 88% (range
73%–97%). We observed high levels
of agreement between the 2 raters on
most characteristics. There were 3
qualitative appeals (fantasy, humor,
and fun) with moderate levels of
agreement: k values 0.4 to 0.6 and
simple agreement 70% to 80%.
Disagreement between the 2 raters
on any characteristic or appeal was
adjudicated by using the value
assigned by the lead author (JAE).

Identification of Target Audience

After the coding was completed,
advertisements that targeted a
general adult audience, defined as
advertisements that did not include a
child or a clear parental figure, were
excluded (n = 39). Examples include

advertisements for chocolate candy
that highlighted a romantic
relationship between 2 adults and for
ready-to-eat cereal that focused on
health concerns specific to adults
such as high cholesterol. Next,
advertisements that included a
qualitative appeal of family bonding
were defined as parent-directed. The
family bonding appeal included any
images of parental figures and
children bonding by participating and
enjoying an activity together such as
playing, high-fives, hugging, or
kissing. The family bonding appeal
also included advertisements with
voiceovers likely to be emotionally
appealing to parents (“shows how
much you care” or “share what you
love with who you love”). Interrater
agreement on the family bonding
appeal was high (Cohen’s k = 0.93,
simple agreement 97%). Finally,
advertisements that were not parent-
directed were defined as targeting
children. We next reviewed
advertisements to ensure that the
method of defining target audience
did not clearly misclassify
advertisements. The target audience
was considered appropriate for all
advertisements except 1: an
advertisement for 100% orange juice
was initially considered child-
directed (ie, it did not include a family
bonding appeal), yet the
advertisement featured a busy
mother preparing for her day. Thus,
that advertisement was recoded as
parent-directed. The final
advertisement pool contained 342
unique advertisements, 250 child-
directed and 92 parent-directed. To
assess the face validity that our
methods accurately distinguished
advertisements by target audience,
we compared the distribution of
advertisement airtime across
television channels and time of day by
target audience.

Analyses

We used x2 tests or Fisher
exact tests, as appropriate, to
compare quantitative and qualitative

FIGURE 1
Selection of television advertisements promoting children’s packaged foods and beverages and
definition of target audience. Advertisements selected among all packaged food and beverage
advertisements aired in the United States over network and cable television, March 2012 to Feb-
ruary 2013. aChildren’s foods and beverages were identified as those advertised at least once
between 8 AM and 1 PM weekdays on Nickelodeon, NickToons, Disney XD, and Cartoon Network. bOnce
children’s food and beverage products were identified, all advertisements for those products over
all channels and airtimes were included for content coding.
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characteristics by target audience.
The proportion of total airtime
devoted to parent-directed
advertisements was computed for
each food and beverage category.
Finally, given the health concerns
related to sugar-sweetened beverage
consumption among children,
examples of the marketing
approaches used to promote those
beverages by target audience were
examined as a case study. All analyses
were completed with R software,
version 3.0.2.22

RESULTS

Over the study period, 342 unique
advertisements promoted 51 unique
children’s foods or beverages; 92
unique ads promoted 25 of those
products (49.0%) to parents. Table 1
compares advertisement
characteristics by target audience.
Child-directed advertisements were
statistically more likely to be
animated, feature a licensed character
(ie, brand mascot), feature the food as
a character, include a promotional
item, reference an Internet site, or
reference social media than parent-
directed advertisements. In contrast,
parent-directed advertisements were
statistically more likely to feature a
child and parent, show the item
consumed in the advertisement,
feature a nutritional or health
message (eg, any spoken or written
message about nutritional aspects of
the item or health benefits of the
item), feature a parent reading the
item’s packaging, or feature an active
lifestyle (eg, actors engaging in sports
or other physical activity) than child-
directed advertisements. When
considering qualitative appeals of
the advertisements, child-directed
advertisements were statistically
more likely to feature appeals of
fun, taste, humor, fantasy, action/
adventure, desirability, and mystery,
whereas parent-directed
advertisements were statistically
more likely to feature themes of
nutrition and convenience.

We compared the distribution of
airtime across channels and time of
day, stratified by target audience, to
assess the face validity of our target
audience definitions. Five channels
accounted for 65.8% of the total
airtime for child-directed
advertisements: Nickelodeon (21.3%
of total airtime), NickToons (17.5%),
Cartoon Network (12.5%), Disney XD
(8.5%), and the HUB (6.0%). In
contrast, airtime for parent-directed
advertisements was more evenly
distributed over all television
channels; the top five channels in

airtime for parent-directed
advertisements were the HUB (4.6%),
Game Show Network (3.7%), WE
(3.2%), Hallmark (3.1%), and Style
(2.7%). The distribution of airtime by
time of day differed by target
audience (Supplemental Fig 2). The
airtime for child-directed
advertisements was quite variable
during the day; on weekdays it
peaked at 2 PM to 8 PM, and on
weekends it peaked at 8 AM to 11 AM

and remained high until 8 PM. In
comparison, the airtime for parent-
directed ads was less variable

TABLE 1 Characteristics of Television Advertisements Promoting Children’s Packaged Foods and
Beverages by Target Audience

Characteristic Unique Advertisements by Target Audiencea P b

Children, n = 250 Parents, n = 92

Actor characteristics
Primarily animated 142 (56.8) 13 (14.1) ,.001
Licensed character present 106 (42.4) 24 (26.1) .009
Food as character 70 (28.0) 13 (14.1) .012
Child present 153 (61.2) 90 (97.8) ,.001
Parent present 4 (1.6) 85 (92.4) ,.001
General adult present 42 (16.8) 17 (18.5) .748

Actor actions
Item consumed in ad 135 (54.0) 65 (70.7) .008
Shared preparation NAc 22 (23.9) NAc

Parent gives item to child NAc 62 (68.9) NAc

Child thanks parent NAc 39 (42.4) NAc

Child requests item NAc 6 (6.5) NAc

Premiums or tie-ins
Promotional item included 33 (13.4) 0 (0) ,.001
TV or movie tie-in 22 (8.8) 3 (3.3) .101
Sweepstakes or contest 15 (6.0) 2 (2.2) .259

Internet/social media
Online reference 91 (36.4) 21 (22.8) .025

Health/wellness messaging
Nutritional or health message 35 (14.0) 39 (42.4) ,.001
Parent reads label 0 (0) 14 (15.2) ,.001
Active lifestyle presented 27 (10.8) 24 (26.1) ,.001

Qualitative appealsd

Fun 164 (65.6) 39 (42.4) ,.001
Taste 143 (57.2) 33 (35.9) ,.001
Humor 118 (47.2) 13 (14.1) ,.001
Fantasy 104 (41.6) 4 (4.4) ,.001
Action/adventure 101 (40.4) 1 (1.1) ,.001
Desirability 76 (30.4) 3 (3.3) ,.001
Mystery 17 (6.8) 0 (0) .009
Convenience 7 (2.8) 12 (13.0) ,.001
Nutrition 6 (2.4) 35 (38.0) ,.001

Advertisements selected among all packaged food and beverage advertisements aired in the United States over network
and cable television, March 2012-February 2013.
a Parent-directed advertisements were defined as having a family bonding appeal. None of the child-directed adver-
tisements included a theme of family bonding.
b P value from x2 test; Fisher exact test was used if the number of advertisements in a stratum was #5.
c NA, not applicable: comparison not presented because characteristic related to family bonding appeal, which was used
to define parent-directed advertisements.
d Each advertisement was coded for 4 appeals at most.
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during the day on weekdays and
weekends.

Table 2 presents the airtime devoted
to television advertisements
promoting children’s foods and
beverages. Ready-to-eat cereal was
the most frequently promoted
children’s food or beverage, followed
by sugar-sweetened beverages and
children’s yogurt. Airtime for parent-
directed advertisements accounted
for 42.4% (1290.4 hours) of total
airtime over all products and varied
by product type. For example, ∼25%
of the total airtime for ready-to-eat
cereals and children’s yogurt was
devoted to parent-directed
advertisements, whereas 72.8% of
the total airtime for sugar-sweetened
beverages was devoted to parent-
directed advertisements. Notably, 5
products were targeted only to
parents (chocolate, chocolate milk,
bottled water, condiments, and baked
beans) and qualified as children’s

foods or beverages because
advertisements for those products
aired at least once during the airtimes
defined as child-directed per study
criteria.

Case Study for Sugar-Sweetened
Beverages

Over the study year, 365.8 hours of
airtime was devoted to sugar-
sweetened beverages: 249.2 hours
for 3 different brands of children’s
sugar-sweetened fruit drinks and
116.6 hours for 1 brand of children’s
chocolate milk. Sixty percent of the
total airtime for sugar-sweetened
fruit drinks was devoted to parent-
directed advertisements, whereas
100% of the airtime for chocolate
milk was devoted to parent-directed
advertisements. Parent-directed
advertisements featured the
nutritional attributes of the product
(eg, “with 1 combined serving of
fruits and vegetables,” “40% fewer
calories than most regular soda

brands,” “made with white low-fat

milk with calcium, vitamins A and D”)

and lower sugar content (“no high-

fructose corn syrup,” “now with 35%
less sugar,” “with just enough sugar

for a wholesome everyday treat”);

advertisements for chocolate milk

also included messages related to

taste (“the great taste kids love”).

Parent-directed advertisements for

the fruit drinks additionally featured
active lifestyles (eg, swimming and

biking together). In all parent-

directed advertisements for sugar-

sweetened beverages, a mother was

featured bonding with her child (or

children) through depictions of

smiling, touching, and laughing
together. In contrast, child-directed

advertisements for sugar-sweetened

fruit drinks focused on fantasy,

coolness, and contests. None of the

child-directed advertisements

included nutrition or health

TABLE 2 Television Advertisement Airtime for Children’s Packaged Foods and Beverages by Product Type and Target Audience

Product Airtime, Overall h
(% Total Airtime)a

Airtime by Target Audienceb

Children Parents

h % Overall h % Overall

Overall 3043.6 (100) 1753.3 57.6 1290.4 42.4
Ready-to-eat cereals 1105.9 (36.3) 835.6 75.6 270.2 24.4
Sugar-sweetened beverages
Overall 365.8 (12.0) 99.5 27.2 266.3 72.8
Sugar-sweetened fruit drinks 249.2 (8.2) 99.5 39.9 149.7 60.1
Chocolate milk 116.6 (3.8) — — 116.6 100

Children’s yogurt 258.7 (8.5) 191.9 74.2 66.8 25.8
Candy 254.5 (8.4) 224.2 88.1 30.3 11.9
Chocolate 207.9 (6.8) — — 207.9 100
Fruit chews or roll-ups 139.7 (4.6) 75.2 53.8 64.5 46.2
Canned soup 121.1 (4.0) 2.8 2.3 118.4 97.7
Graham and baked crackersc 108.6 (3.6) 87.9 80.9 20.7 19.1
Bottled water 99.1 (3.3) — — 99.1 100
Children’s entrees 80.7 (2.7) 58.4 72.4 22.3 27.7
Condiments 70.2 (2.3) — — 70.2 100
Lunch kits 61.5 (2.0) 49.9 81.2 11.6 18.9
Deli meats 44.0 (1.4) 44.0 100 — —

Potato chips 42.5 (1.2) 42.5 100 — —

Baked beans 36.8 (1.2) — — 36.8 100
Breakfast pastry 19.8 (0.7) 19.8 100 — —

Frozen novelties 19.6 (0.6) 16.4 83.8 3.2 16.3
Puffed corn 2.9 (0.1) 2.9 100 — —

100% orange juice 4.2 (0.1) 2.1 50.0 2.1 50.8

Advertisements selected among all packaged food and beverage advertisements aired in the United States over network and cable television, March 2012 to February 2013. Parent-
directed advertisements were defined as having a family bonding appeal. None of the child-directed advertisements included a theme of family bonding. —, indicates 0.
a Percent total airtime sums down columns.
b Percent airtime by product sums across rows.
c Graham crackers and baked crackers were combined because one manufacturer frequently promoted several varieties of graham and baked crackers in the same advertisements.
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messaging or featured active
lifestyles.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we analyzed the content
of all television advertisements for
a set of children’s foods and
beverages that aired on national
television over 1 year (March 2012 to
February 2013) and demonstrated
that considerable airtime (42.4%)
was devoted to parent-directed
advertisements. The children’s foods
and beverages identified in this study
are consistent with those heavily
promoted to children on television,
based on published Nielsen
viewership data.4,23 These products
fall short of nutritional guidelines set
by the Interagency Working
Group,23–25 a federal working group
charged with improving the quality of
foods marketed to children on
television. Thus, study findings
document the considerable frequency
with which manufacturers target
parents for children’s foods and
beverages of questionable nutritional
quality.

The characteristics of child-directed
advertisements (eg, fun, adventure,
the use of animated licensed
characters, and premium promotions)
in this study are consistent with those
reported in several previous
studies.1,5,19,20,26,27 Strong evidence
supports that exposure to child-
directed food advertising influences a
child’s food requests,7 and child-
directed television advertisements
are often crafted to increase
children’s pestering for advertised
products.1 However, parents may
perceive children’s foods as low in
nutrition and high in sugar based on
characteristics of child-directed
advertisements11 and product
packaging,28 such as bright colors,
animation, and licensed characters. In
comparison with child-directed
advertisements, parent-directed
advertisements in this study more
commonly featured themes of
nutrition, health, and an active

lifestyle. Targeting parents with an
approach distinct from that used to
target children is likely a useful
strategy12; the use of nutrition and
health appeals for children’s foods
may divert attention away from
poor nutritional quality.11,12 Given
that our study results demonstrated
that many children’s foods and
beverages were promoted both to
children and parents using different
themes, the effects of both
exposures on the purchase of these
items should be studied together,
rather than in isolation, to assess
whether their effects are additive or
synergistic.

As food and beverage manufacturers
continue to face increasing pressure
to limit child-directed marketing
for nutritionally poor foods in the
United States,2,29,30 parent-directed
marketing of nutritionally
questionable children’s foods may
become increasingly more
common.12,23,31 In particular, the
findings for sugar-sweetened
beverages (fruit drinks and flavored
milk) are of concern. Sugar-
sweetened beverages were the
second most heavily promoted item
during the study year, with 60.1% of
the airtime for sugar-sweetened
fruit drinks and 100% of the airtime
for chocolate milk devoted to
parent-directed advertisements.
Sugar-sweetened beverage
consumption contributes to excess
weight gain15 and dental caries17,18

among children, and such beverages
are not recommended for children.32

In our study, all of the parent-
directed advertisements for sugar-
sweetened beverages highlighted a
nutrition or health message,
whereas none of the child-directed
advertisements for those products
promoted nutrition or health. These
findings are of concern, as parents
often misinterpret the nutrition or
health claims associated with
children’s foods33; many parents
believe sugar-sweetened fruit drinks
and chocolate milk are healthy
choices for their children.34,35 Thus,

it is critical to understand whether
exposure to parent-directed
advertisements for sugar-sweetened
beverages may shape parental
beliefs and attitudes about the
appropriateness of such drinks for
their children.

Strengths of this study include the
assessment of all advertisements
promoting a set of children’s foods
and beverages over all network,
cable, and syndicated television
channels for 1 year. Previous studies
have only analyzed the content
of a sample of child-directed
advertisements by videorecording
children’s television shows5,14,19,20,36

or a sample of advertisements
targeting a general audience.36 This
is also the first study to assess
advertisements targeting children
and parents for the same foods and
beverages. Our coding schema was
informed by previous studies, and we
achieved high rates of interrater
reliability. The distribution of
advertisement airtime by channel
and time of day provides face validity
that we correctly distinguished child-
directed versus parent-directed
advertisements. For example, airtime
for child-directed advertisements
was greatest during times when
children’s programming is commonly
aired (ie, after school and weekend
mornings).

Findings must be interpreted in light
of study limitations. We did not
sample food and beverage
advertisements intended for
adolescents (eg, sports drinks,
flavored waters),13 and our analysis
cannot address the marketing of
those products to parents. Also,
because of our sampling schema, we
may have missed some foods or
beverages promoted solely to parents
that were not aired on children’s
networks. Results for the qualitative
appeals of fun, humor, and fantasy
must be interpreted with caution, as
rates of interrater agreement were
moderate. Importantly, this study
focused on packaged foods and
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beverages, and we did not include
advertisements for restaurants,
including fast food restaurants. This
analysis focused only on television
marketing, yet newer media (eg,
Internet, social media) are more
frequently being used to market to
children as well as parents.37,38

Finally, parent-directed advertisements
were those considered emotionally
appealing to parents based on a family
bonding appeal. Additional studies are
needed to validate our approach and
define other themes that may
specifically appeal to parents.

CONCLUSIONS

This study is one of the first
comprehensive assessments of the
tactics used in parent-directed
television advertisements for
children’s packaged foods and
beverages. Results highlighted that
parent-directed advertisements
commonly featured messages of
nutrition and health and portrayals of
an active lifestyle. Further research is
needed to determine whether such
advertisements ultimately undermine
the ability of parents to select healthy
dietary options for their children.

Study findings additionally highlight
a marketing approach (directly
marketing children’s foods to parents)
that may become increasingly
more common as federal39 and
international40 organizations work to
limit child-directed marketing of
nutritionally questionable foods. As
policymakers and researchers
evaluate the effectiveness of such
policies, the potential effect that
parent-directed marketing for those
foods may have on a child’s dietary
intake and health should be
considered.
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