
Journal of Namibian Studies, 45 (2025): 133-148 ISSN: 1863-5954 

133 

 

 

Abstract 
This study sought to systematically review existing studies 
on determinants of the motherhood wage penalty and 
mechanisms that organizations and working mothers can 
use to reduce it. The study used the Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses (PRISMA) 
guidelines to gather and analyze related literature. A total 
of twenty six research articles, published between 2020 and 
2025, were included in this systematic review. The study 
found several factors that determine the motherhood wage 
penalty: unconscious employer bias; employer 
discrimination; work-family policies; traditional gender 
norms and culture; gender-based division of labor; and job 
choices. To reduce the motherhood wage penalty, 
organizations should offer flexible work arrangements, 
childcare benefits, friendly leave schemes, and eliminate 
employer’s unconscious bias and workplace discrimination 
against working mothers with children. In addition, this 
systematic review recommends that policymakers should 
enact regulations, which prohibit gender discrimination, 
whilst ensuring that working mothers enjoy equal rights and 
opportunities in the workplace. This treatise contributes 
practically by advancing the knowledge of policymakers, 
organizations and working mothers with children around 
determinants of the motherhood wage penalty. In addition, 
this systematic literature review assists employers and 
working mothers with initiating specific intervention 
mechanisms to reduce the motherhood wage penalty. The 
systematic literature review also lays a foundation for 
future related research. 
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1. Introduction 
There has been a rise in the proportion of women who 
participate in both local and international labor markets over 
the past few decades (Ming, 2022; Abraham et al., 2022; 
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Wakibi & Oleche, 2024; Samantroy, 2021; Osundina, 2020; 
Pimkina & de La Flor, 2020). Increases in women's 
educational level and attainment, policies that ensure 
equality, the rise in dual-earner and single-headed 
households, and financial strains are reasons that numerous 
studies provide for the above mentioned trends (Akhtar et 
al., 2020; Matysiak & Cukrowska-Torzewska, 2021; Pimkina & 
de La Flor, 2020; Aldan; 2021). Boakye et al. (2021) assert that 
despite a rise in mothers’ participation in the job market, 
motherhood continues to affect working mothers’ capacity 
to balance their paid and unpaid work. A study by Van Winkle 
and Fasang(2020) show that work-life conflict depletes 
working mothers’ work effort, which has an adverse effect on 
their short and long term wages. Furthermore, despite the 
fact that giving birth is good for society, most working 
mothers endure the brunt of childbearing in the form of the 
motherhood wage penalty (Rowe et al., 2023). Pepping and 
Maniam (2020) define the motherhood wage penalty as the 
difference in income between women who have children and 
those who do not. de Quinto et al. (2021) state that 
motherhood wage penalty can take different forms such as 
less prospects for employment and career advancement, 
discriminatory practices, and lower pay. Similarly, 
Kalabikhina et al. (2024) contend that one of the primary 
factors that influence the wage gap in labor markets is the 
motherhood wage penalty. A study by Rosenbaum (2021) 
indicates that the motherhood wage penalty results in social 
injustices, which have adverse economic and social impacts 
on working mothers with children. In addition, Andrew et al. 
(2021) state that the motherhood wage penalty forces 
experienced and educated working mothers to quit their 
jobs, broadening the motherhood wage gap. According to a 
study by Ishizuka (2021), the motherhood wage penalty is 
associated with discriminatory practices against working 
mothers with children, frequently resulting in fewer 
prospects for career advancement and lower earnings. In an 
attempt to narrow the motherhood wage gap, working 
mothers with children have tried various strategies, including 
accepting part-time jobs and jobs that offer flexibility (Mari & 
Cutuli, 2021; Casarico & Lattanzio, 2023; Domínguez- 
Folgueras et al., 2022; Schrenker, 2023; Kouki, 2023). 
Attempts by working mothers with children to narrow the 
motherhood wage penalty by remaining in the labour 
markethave exacerbated their motherhood challenges 
(Heath, 2024). Faced with the afore-mentioned harsh 
realities, working mothers with children are forced to quit 
their jobs, which further widens the motherhood wage 
penalty (Kim & Hahn, 2022; Berniell et al., 2022; Mukherjee 
& Sarkhel, 2025; Liu & Marois, 2024; Mukherjee & Sarkhel, 
2025; Heath et al., 2024).Organizations have also tried to 
reduce the motherhood wage penalty, but it does not seem 
like their efforts are producing the desired results (Iddrisu et 
al. 2024; Earle et al., 2025; Fuller & Hirsh, 2019; Lewis, 
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2024).It is against this backdrop that the current study 
considered determinants of the motherhood wage penalty 
and mechanisms that organizations, policymakers and 
mothers can use to reduce the motherhood pay penalty. The 
study is expected to contribute considerably to 
comprehension of determinants of the motherhood pay 
penalty and appropriate mechanisms thatorganizations, 
policymakers and mothers can utilize to narrow the 
motherhood wage penalty in the labor market. This 
systematic literature review was guided by the following 
research objectives: 

 
(a) To explore determinants of the motherhood wage 
penalty. 
(b) To identify mechanisms that organizations, policymakers 
and working mothers can use to reduce the motherhood 
wage penalty. 

2. Theoretical Framework 
This comprehensive literature review is led by the work effort 
theory, the human capital theory and the specialization 
theory, which are presented below. 

 
2.1 Human Capital Theory 

The human capital theory focuses on human capital 
investment and its impact on workers’ potential earnings. 
The theory provides that the motherhood wage gap is 
widened by failure to accumulate human capital and fewer 
working hours during the childbearing and childcare period. 
In a similar vein, Villanueva and Lin (2020) aver that because 
childcare duties reduce their incomes, working mothers with 
children may invest less in their education than non-mothers. 
A study by Ziefle (2019) shows that working mother’ earnings 
are lower than those of non-mothers because they invest less 
in their human capital because of work interruptions owing 
to childbirth and childcare obligations. 

 
2.2 Work Effort Theory 
The work effort theory provides that the disparity in work 
effort between childless mothers and mothers with children 
results in the motherhood wage penalty (Becker, 1985). 
Additionally, the work effort theory stipulates that working 
mothers are expected to care for the elderly, children, and 
the household, leaving them with limited power and 
enthusiasm towards their professional jobs. Similarly, 
Kalabikhina et al. (2024) argue that working mothers with 
children may exert less effort at work because of the 
demanding nature of childcare and housework, which could 
result in lower earnings and prospects for career 
advancement. Furthermore, the work effort theory provides 
that working mothers typically prioritize their family 
obligations, forcing them to work fewer hours, while taking 
time off to care for the family. In general, the work effort 
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theory states that working mothers who have children tend 
to rank their family responsibilities first and put less effort 
into their jobs, leading to the motherhood wage penalty. 

 
2.3 Specialization Theory 
The specialization theory offers that a household is a 
production unit with distinct roles assigned to the father and 
mother. The theory states that fathers assume the role of the 
breadwinner, while mothers are tasked to take care of the 
home and children. The above mentioned gender-based 
division of workforces mothers to quit their professional jobs 
and to perform unpaid housework, which increases the 
motherhood wage penalty. Similarly, a study by Villanueva 
and Lin (2020) indicates that a decrease in women 
participation in labor affects mothers’ earning potential 
negatively. Furthermore, Ziefle and Gangl (2014) posit that 
the motherhood wage penalty is exacerbated by extended 
care giving responsibilities and possible job disruptions. 

2.4 Motherhood Wage Penalty 
Although giving birth is a life-long accomplishment, working 
mothers face a myriad of challenges; one of which is the 
motherhood wage penalty (Mukherjee & Sarkhel, 2025). 
Kelley et al. (2020) define the motherhood wage penalty as a 
detrimental setback for women with children in terms of 
earnings and career advancement. Similarly, Pepping and 
Maniam (2020) define the motherhood wage penalty asa 
phenomenon that causes working women's earnings to 
decline once they give birth. A study by Williams (2017) 
claims that the motherhood wage penalty assumes various 
forms, including less possibilities for career advancement, 
declines in earnings, and poor performance evaluations. 

 
3. Method 
The researchers used the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines 
to explore determinants of the motherhood wage penalty 
and mechanisms that can be used to reduce the penalty. The 
following keywords were used to guide the article search, 
using the Scopus and Google Scholar databases: 
"motherhood wage penalty; motherhood pay penalty; 
motherhood pay gap; child penalty; mothers; non-mothers; 
parenthood; motherhood wage gap; motherhood penalty; 
family wage gap; and gendered pay disparity." The study 
included articles that were published between 2020 and 
2025as these would provide current data on determinants of 
the motherhood wage penalty and mechanisms that can be 
used to reduce the motherhood wage penalty. Articles not 
written in English, not related to the motherhood wage 
penalty and those published prior to 2020, were not included 
in the current study. The initial search retrieved 88 research 
articles, which relate to the motherhood wage penalty, while 
these were reduced to 67 after 21duplicates were removed. 
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The selected articles were screened and 34 articles were 
removed, following the first and second exclusion criteria. A 
total of seven more research articles were removed, 
following the third exclusion criterion. Finally, a total of 26 
research articles were selected for review, as illustrated 
below. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Article search process and reduction flowchart 
Source: Page et al., 2020, processed by authors 

 
4. Determinants of Motherhood Wage Penalty 
The motherhood wage penalty is determined by several 

factors. A few of these that emerged from literature are 
presented in the text that follows below. 

 
4.1 Unconscious Bias and Employer Discrimination 
Unconscious biases are implicit opinions and preconceptions 
that people hold without conscious awareness (Iddrisu et al., 
2024; Raina, 2024; Poku, 2024). Pepping and Maniam (2020) 
assert that unconscious bias might cause employers to view 
mothers as being less capable and dedicated, perpetuating 
the motherhood wage penalty. Williams (2020) argues that 
assumptions that align mothers to childcare responsibilities 
and housework are the root causes of unconscious biases 
against women. Employers may pay childless mothers more 
even though their performance is the same owing to 
unconscious bias and discrimination against mothers with 
children, which increases the motherhood wage penalty 
(Halrynjo & Mangset, 2024; Dias et al., 2020; Henry, 2021, 
Wuestenenk & Begall, 2022; Nadolnyak, 2021). A research 
study by Kalabikhina (2024)  indicatesthat  employers 
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discriminate against mothers who have children and 
undervalue their skills and abilities since they view them as 
domestic caregivers. Another study by Marks and Raykar 
(2020) reveals that employer discrimination against mothers 
with children widens the motherhood wage penalty. The 
study further reveals that employer discrimination leads to 
biased hiring practices and lower salary offers for mothers 
with children compared to their non-mother counterparts. 

 
4.2 Works-Family Policies 
According to Wöhrmann and Michel (2020), working mothers 
with children may find it difficult to manage work and non- 
work activities owing to time incompatibility and a lack of 
friendly work-life balance policies. It can be challenging for 
working mothers with children to manage their paid jobs and 
their expected gender roles because they are also expected 
to take care of the home and their children (Goldin, 2021; 
Skora et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2023). Similarly, Cukrowska- 
Torzewska and Matysiak (2020) state that working mothers 
who have children are forced to reduce their job efforts 
owing to the demands of parenting, which has a detrimental 
effect on their productivity and, ultimately, their income. A 
study by Gallen (2024) reveals that the desire to have a 
healthy work-life balance forces working mothers with 
children to accept lowly paid jobs and to settle for lowly paid 
jobs, provided that these offer them the flexibility that they 
desire. Another study by de Quinto, Hospido, and Sanz (2021) 
showthat working mothers may drop from the labour market 
if their employers do not offer them friendly work-family 
benefits, which allow them to balance work and non-work 
activities. 

 
4.3 Traditional Gender Norms and Culture 
Torres et al. (2024) posit that societal expectations and 
cultural norms determine the motherhood wage penalty. 
Notably, traditional gender norms assign mothers the major 
childcare responsibility role, which affects women's labor 
market performances, whilst increasing the motherhood 
wage penalty (Dias et al., 2020; Kalabikhina et al., 2024; Gao 
& Tian, 2023). Similarly, Rabate and Rellstab (2022) contend 
that traditional gender stereotypes force women to 
concentrate on domestic chores, which lowers their 
productivity and overall earnings. Additionally, society 
expects women to prioritize childcare and family obligations 
ahead of their jobs, resulting in less hours worked and the 
motherhood wage penalty (Dias et al., 2020; Pepping & 
Maniam, 2020; Iddrisu et al., 2024). Similarly, Poku (2024) 
claims that many communities maintain the assumption that 
the ideal mother is primarily concerned with housework, 
which also affects how employers view mothers’ dedication 
to their jobs. A study by Torres et al. (2024) reveals that the 
motherhood wage penalty often increases in work cultures 
that perceive mothers to be less committed or productive 
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owing to their childcare responsibilities. 
 

4.4 Gender-Based Division of Labo 
Traditional gender roles allocated to men and women are 
associated with the specialization model (Hofäcker & Braun, 
2022; Van Tienoven et al., 2023; Sullivan, 2021; Cunha & 
Atalaia, 2019). According to this specialization hypothesis, 
men should focus on being the breadwinner and mothers 
should focus more on taking care of the family (Oláh et al., 
2020; Sear, 2021; Jaspers et al., 2022; Román, 2020). 
Similarly, Dias et al. (2020) claim that conventional norms 
frequently presume that fathers should be the breadwinners 
and mothers should be the primary caregivers. Motherhood 
wage disparities increase as a result of the aforementioned 
factors, causing mothers to perform more unpaid family 
responsibilities (Goldin, 2021).A survey by Nadolynak (2021) 
shows that working mothers who have children and who 
prioritize unpaid home duties are likely to struggle to 
maintain the same level of productivity, resulting in the 
motherhood pay gap. Irina et al.’s (2024) study indicates that 
intensity of gender role and demand for specialization may 
force mothers to exit the job market. 

 
4.5 Job choices and work interruptions 
The motherhood wage penalty may result because working 
mothers with children accept lower-paying, more flexible 
positions to meet childcare demands, according to Gimenez- 
Nadal et al. (2022). Similarly, Mari and Cutuli (2021) contend 
that in an effort to combine work and family life, mothers 
may prefer family-friendly occupations, which might pay less 
or provide fewer prospects for promotion. A study by Fuller 
and Hirsh (2019) shows that work disruptions owing to 
motherhood might affect the accumulation of human capital, 
which may have a negative effect on mothers’ long-term 
earnings. Correspondingly, Bari (2024) argues that mothers 
with children usually take time off and exit the labor market, 
resulting in a loss of work experience and a decrease in their 
earning potential. Table 1 below presents determinants of 
the motherhood wage penalty that emerged from reviewed 
literature. 

 
Table 1: Determinants of the motherhood wage penalty 

Author(s) Findings for determinants of the motherhood wage 
penalty 

Kalabikhina et al., 2024 Discrimination 
Institutional and cultural characteristics 

Cukrowska-Torzewska et al., 
2020 

Social norms and beliefs 
Employer-based discrimination 

Torres et al., 2024 Gendered norms and cultures 

Henry, 2021 Workplace discrimination 
Lower work effort 

Halrynjoand Mangset, 2024 Discrimination and implicit bias 
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Xu, 2023 Traditional gender norms 
Gender division of labor 

Cukrowska-Torzewska et al., 
2020 

Time constraints 
Employer discrimination against mothers 

Bari, 2024 Altered preferences for women 

Goldin, 2021 Gender role attitudes 
Unequal sharing of unpaid labor 

Dias et al., 2020 Cultural beliefs of mothers as expressive caretakers 
Employer discrimination 

Wuestenenk and Begall, 2022 Employer discrimination 

Nadolnyak et al., 2021 Gender discrimination 
Poor distribution of family duties and responsibilities 

Marks and Raykar, 2020 Employer discrimination 

Gao and Tian, 2023 Traditional gender norms 

Rabaté and Rellstab, 2022 Traditional gender norms 

Skora et al., 2020 Poor family-friendly working conditions 

Iddrisu et al., 2024 Unconscious bias against mothers 

Jones et al., 2023 Lack of work flexibility 

Irina et al., 2024 High involvement in unpaid domestic work 

Pepping and Maniam, 2020 Unconscious bias against mothers 

Source: Researchers’ compilation 

5. Ways to Reduce the Motherhood Wage Penalty 
There are several mechanisms that nations, organizations 
and working mothers can use to reduce the motherhood 
wage penalty. A few of these are presented in the text that 
follows below. 

 
5.1 Work from Home 
According to a study by Harrington and Kahn (2023), 
mothers’ attempts to balance work and non-work activities 
could be made easier if their jobs and workplaces are 
sufficiently flexible. Additionally, the study found that 
working from home reduced the income penalty associated 
with motherhood in the labor market. According to 
Curkrowska-Torzewska et al. (2020), working remotely grants 
mothers greater freedom, enabling them to balance work 
and non-work activities, while Henry et al.’s (2021) study 
found that working remotely significantly closes the 
employment gap between mothers and mothers without 
children. Additionally, Zimmermann (2021) avers that flexible 
work arrangements reduce the work-life conflict that 
working mothers experience. 

 
5.2 Affordable Childcare 
Udayanga (2024) asserts that having access to affordable 
childcare can reduce the motherhood wage penalty. 
According to a study by Nadolnyal et al. (2021), women can 
continue their jobs and stay in the workforce instead of 
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taking time off or reducing their hours because of the 
availability of affordable childcare. This study also indicates 
that mothers are compelled to quit their jobs owing to 
expensive childcare services, resulting in a loss of earnings. 
Similarly, Gao and Zhongjing (2023) argue that having access 
to childcare eases mothers' financial strains and promotes 
long-term work. Affordable childcare can reduce the 
motherhood wage penalty by making it possible for mothers 
to remain in the labor market (Pepping & Maniam, 2020). 
Correspondingly, Landivar et al. (2022) postulate that 
lowering childcare expenses enable mothers to continue to 
work, reducing their time away from the job market. Bedi et 
al. (2022) concurs, stating that when childcare is reasonably 
priced, mothers remain in the job market. 

 
5.3. Friendly Leave Schemes 
Henry et al. (2021) argue that paid parental leave ensures 
that mothers can return to work without facing severe 
financial losses, mitigating the motherhood wage penalty. 
Concurring, Mari and Cutuli (2020) assert that paid leave 
enables women to continue to navigate their professional 
path, whilst avoiding career disruptions that may result in the 
motherhood wage penalty. According to Turner (2020), the 
motherhood pay gap is reduced by gender-neutral parental 
leave policies that encourage parents to share housework. 
Friendly leave programs with work protection, according to 
Wilson (2020), ensure that women may return to their jobs, 
lowering the fear of job loss, demotion and the motherhood 
wage penalty. Similarly, flexible leave policies assist working 
mothers with children to juggle work and family obligations, 
which may lessen the need for them to settle for lower- 
paying and less demanding occupations (Henry et al., 2021). 

 
5.4. Elimination of Unconscious Bias and Workplace 
Discrimination 
Organizations should create a clear and binding policy that 
forbids discrimination based on protected traits, according to 
Haafkes et al. (2023). Cheung et al. (2022) concur and assert 
that to eradicate unconscious bias and employee 
discrimination, organizations should offer training on 
unconscious bias and promote an inclusive work 
environment. Additionally, Warner and Jones (2022) argue 
that businesses should set diversity goals, monitor hiring 
practices, and eliminate unconscious employer bias and 
discrimination against mothers. Another study by Njoto et al. 
(2024) reveals that governments should enact policies that 
promote fair treatment for mothers at work. 

5.5 Delayed Childbearing 
Pichio et al. (2024) argue that delayed childbearing allows 
women to accumulate more human capital and increase their 
earning potential before their child bearing period. Marks 
and Raykar (2020) also argue that women who delay 
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childbearing are able to advance their careers, gain 
experience, and potentially pursue further education. This 
accumulated human capital can lead to higher wages and 
more favorable career trajectories. Agüero’s(2020) research 
study found that delayed childbearing enables women to 
reduce the motherhood wage gap. In addition, Pepping and 
Maniam (2020) assert that delayed childbearing allows 
women to accumulate more human capital and are less likely 
to experience any negative career consequences that are 
associated with motherhood. 

 
5.6 Shifting Societal Attitudes towards Mothers 
According to Yu and Kuo (2017), the motherhood wage 
penalty may lessen when society’s perceptions of gender 
roles and parental duties change. Similarly, Misra and 
Boeckmann (2019) argue that the motherhood wage gap can 
be narrowed in part by dispelling the myth that mothers are 
less dedicated than non-mothers and by encouraging couples 
to share domestic duties. Additionally, a study by Grimshaw 
and Rubery (2021) shows that shifting cultural perceptions of 
mothers can help to eliminate gender stereotypes and biases, 
while guaranteeing that mothers are judged on their abilities 
and experience rather than on their status as mothers. 
Furthermore, according to Budig and Misra (2022), 
companies should promote an inclusive and diverse culture 
that meets the demands of working mothers, creating a more 
just and supportive work environment. Table 2 below shows 
mechanisms that organizations and mothers can utilize to 
reduce the motherhood wage penalty. 

 
Table 2: Ways to reduce the motherhood wage penalty 

 

 

Author(s) Findings for ways to reduce the motherhood 
wage penalty 

Harrington and Kahn,2023 Flexibility through working from home 

Cukrowska-Torzewska et al., 
2020 

Mother-friendly work conditions 

Henry et al., 2021 Paid leave 
Flexible work schedules 

Halrynjo and Mangset, 2024 Family-friendly policies 

Mari and Cutuli, 2020 Parental leave regulations 
Friendly leave schemes 

Turner et al., 2020 Shared parental leave 

Wilson, 2020 Parental leave regulations 

Zimmermann, 2021 Work-life balance practices 

Nadolnyak et al., 2021 Child-friendly labor policies 

Gao and Zhongjing, 2023 Establishing elderly and child care centers 

Picchio et al., 2021 Delayed childbearing 

Van der Straaten et al., 2024 Shifting entrenched gendered social beliefs 
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Udayanga, 2024 Subsidized childcare 

Source: Researchers’ compilation 

6. Conclusion 
This study explored determinants of the motherhood wage 
penalty and strategies that employers and working mothers 
with children could use to reduce the penalty. The study 
found that several factors determine the motherhood wage 
penalty. The main determinants that emerged from the study 
include traditional gender norms and culture, unconscious 
employer bias, employer discrimination, work-family 
policies, gender-based division of labor, and job choices. To 
reduce the motherhood wage penalty, this systematic 
literature review recommends that organizations should 
offer flexible work arrangements, childcare benefits, friendly 
leave schemes, and should eliminate unconscious bias and 
workplace discrimination. In addition to working mothers, 
organizations, policymakers, and researchers can all benefit 
from this systematic literature review, which advances 
knowledge of factors that influence the motherhood wage 
penalty. Furthermore, this systematic literature review may 
assist employers, policymakers, and working mothers to 
apply appropriate mechanisms to reduce the motherhood 
wage penalty. In addition to providing a comprehensive 
literature of factors that influence the motherhood wage 
penalty, this study has laid a foundation for future research 
studies. 

 
7. Limitations and Direction for Future Studies 
This study had drawbacks as it relied on two online 
databases, namely Google Scholar and Scopus, and excluded 
other online databases, conference papers and books, which 
future studies should utilize. The study also concentrated on 
the wage gap between working mothers and childless 
mothers, which does not fully reflect the gender pay gap in 
the job market. Nevertheless, this systematic literature 
review set the foundation for future research, which should 
be conducted to address some of the identified limitations. 
An important area for future research would be to explore 
causes of gender wage differentials between men and 
women in the labor market. 
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