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The subjectivity of fairness:
Managerial discretion and wor k-life balance
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1 Abstract

19 We use organisational justice theory to examine how perceptions of fairnesshaffect t
decision—making process of line managers. In-depth interviews were conducted with

3 Irish managers to explore how managers make organisational allocation decisions in
cases where it is impractical to offer work-life balance accommodations to all
employees. The findings suggest that firstly, managers construct the 'life'aspect
work-life balance within a heteronormative framework where the emphasis is upon
caregiving and most usually parenting. Secondly, managers actively use their decision-
making powers around both formal and informal work-life balance supports to

minimize injustice within their departments. By bringing together ideas about
organisational justice and managerial decision-making we indicate how managers
determine fairness through a decision-making process narrowed by embedded gender-
role beliefs. Implications for future research and practice are discussed.

Keywords —organisational justice, gender- role beliefs, managerial decision-

making, work-life balance, family-friendly policies, managerial discretion.
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The subjectivity of fairness.
Managerial discretion and work-life balance

Introduction

Organisational work-life balance arrangements are often described gd@ wa
workers to maintain a healthy balance between their life in paid work and theing@dite
outside. Organisations implement such programmes in the hope of increasing employee
commitment and retention (Allegt al.2003) along with a desire for a more balanced and
productive staff (Russedit al.2009) and the business case for such interventions is now
well-documentedTheodorakapoulos and Budhwar, 201 pwever, while many
organisations have (re)constructed workplace arrangements in universallila\amilc
gender-neutral terms, research suggests that there remains a discammesst be
organisational discourse and practice (Smithson and Stokoe 200 5). It seems thabin spite
claims of universality, allocation tends to favour the care-giving needs of workitiers.
This gendered distribution has perpetuated a perception that these arrangemants a
reality, family-friendly policies.

Employees who are unable to access these progranpadgularly employees
without children— argue these policies create inequality in the plade (e.g.: Teasdale,
2013). Accordingly, employees resent the 'extraggived to be available only to employees
with families. This can lead to a sense of inj&stec backlash against ‘family-friendly’
policies (Young 1999) or counter-productive workéeours (Beauregard, 2014). Research
examining reactions to perceived inequality hightligthe risk of employee anger,
indignation and resentment that can emerge whetogegs feel under-rewarded (Homans

1974; Hegtvedt and Killian 1999; Beauregard, 2014).
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A number of studies have examined perceptions oftingiowards work-life
balance programmes (Boetlal.1998; Young 1999; Hegtvedt al.2002; Swanbergt al.

200 5; Beauregard, 2014) but these have focused &setiusn individual employees. Here
instead, we contribute by investigating manageeatg@ptions of justice in the context of
work-life balance. Scholars acknowledge that marsagiay an important role in the
operation of work-life balance programmes (WarrenJotthson 199 5; Caspetral 2004,
McDonaldet al.2007) and are increasingly expected to do so (Taddimns, 2013).
Although managerial decision-making is clearly caljainanagerial conceptions of fairness
within the decision-making process remain undetarrp.

In extending the focus to managerial decision-ngkive uncover deeply embedded
heteronormative understandings of work-life baldmelel by the managers and illuminate how
managerial perspectives of gender-roles tempetetision process around fairness in work-
life balance allocation even when they may not apfiebe relevant. Extending the link
between gender-role beliefs, organizational justioel work-life balance, our qualitative
approach allows us to illustrate how the 'humarhehts in this process are often more
influential than the formal policies in place. Wraamsidering the implications, we argue that
the identification of such phenomena requires faishour approach to ark-life balance
research to allow researchers a greater chancelefstanding the complexities surrounding
these issues in their pursuit of stronger poliay arganisational recommendations.

The paper is structured in the following way. We begin by outlining the literature on
work-life balance and position this study within the literature on managecattios.

Second, we examine the literature that underpins the conceptual contribution of the-pape
organisational justice. Third, we present the gender-role theoretical framewdriukis
study followed by the research methodology. Fourth, we present the findings, and finally,

we discuss those findings and their implications.
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Work-life balance and managerial discretion

Since the 1980's there has been considerable intethe area of work-life balance
by scholars in a range of different fields. Gregory anith@&i(2009:1) highlight how the term
has now "gained widespread use in English languaganasand policy arenas, enabling a
wider understanding of non-work concerns to be encesgabin employment research”. A
plethora of research has been conducted usingtimewtith a variety of foci. Examples
include the impact of work-life balance upon psyobaal well-being (e.g. Greenhaus and
Beutell, 198 5); organizational benefits such asdased productivity and staff retention (De
Cieri, Holmes, Abbott and Pettit, 2007); experiencedual-career couples; conflict between
work and family (e.g. Grzywacz and Marks, 2000); orgainonal change policies for work-
life initiatives (e.g. Kossekt al.2010); international patterns of work-life balance
(Crompton and Lyonnete, 2006) and gender differences (e.g. Emskéuatd009).

Within the literature it is evident that the role ofmagers within work-life balance is
important and those advocating a business case for managingtdinere generally note
the importance of their suppdftheodorakapoulos and Budhwar, 201 5). As Den Btkkl.
(2011:323) highlight, "Managers support for work-life policies is @iuar shaping
employee's capabilities to use them". For example, Thongisan(1999) concluded that
managerial support was the most critical variable in arl@r@'s decision to use supports
while Allen (2001) found a strong association between manageppbg and family-
supportive workplace cultures. Studies reveal that emplayeese line managers are more
supportive of their need to balance work and life tend to be maséeshtvith their own
jobs, experience less work-family conflict and report lowerdwen intentions (Fronet al.

1992; Frye and Breaugh 2004; Lapiezteal.2008; McCarthyet al.2010).
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Several studies (e.g. McGuie¢ al.2006; den Dulk and de Ruijter 2008) have focused
on managers' personal perspectives in relatiorot&-life balance supports. For example, in
one study den Dulk and Ruijter (2008) focused agstjonnaire responses of 46 managers to
argue that personal perspectives vary largelygal#gree that the managers understand the
context of the request and the merits of the rdquda a US sample, Caspetral.(2004)
analysed almost 2,000 surveys to conclude thargspeattitudes predicted decision-making
when managers felt that the support would contibmdepartmental performance. An
important issue to consider here is the cultuttb@brganisation. Reet al.(2012)
investigated a range of different factors thatciéfd managers decisions to allow employees to
access work life balance arrangements in the eetdilpublic service sector in Australia. In
both sectors managers reported that workplacerewtas important in determining how
comfortable they were to grant access. Howevembéss needs and operational imperatives
were also important. Furthermore, Den Detlal.(2008:321) in a study of managerial
discourses of work-life balance in three countr&svenia, Netherlands and the UK,
concluded that in all three cases, disruption amtddency considerations were discussed to
justify negative and positive responses to requesise work-life balance policies. These

studies indicate the complexities managers facawieking such decisions.

Perspectives of Justice
As stated earlier, research has previously considered thetithpaiperceptions of

justice and injustice around work-life balance giek can have on employees (Batal.

1998; Grandey and Cordeiron, 2002; Young 1999; Seigygi al.200 5, Beauregard, 2014).
Grover (1991) suggests that organisational justicaryhy@ovides a useful framework for
categorising fairness principles involved in worlelfalance practices. Organisational justice
can be categorised into four main typeglistributive, procedural, interactional and

informational (Jespen and Rodwell 2010). Theoriatgefavoured distributive justice, which

refers to "the fairness of outcomes received in a given tramsa@dyrne and Cropanzano

5



OCoOoONOOOPRWN =

BBBILIFHALBRBAIBSSENSGRENVLEBBYBERBIBLBBIBNRRRBERE

Gender, Work & Organization Page 6 of 35

2001:4) for examining employees' perspectives on work-life balance arrangements.
Particularly in situations where policies do not apply to all employees (suaxiasifie or
home-working), managers must decide who may access them based on their own
perspective of fairness (Appelbaum and Golden 2002; Swanberg et al. 200 5). Within the
domain of distributive justice there are three principles of fairness: gg{fatiams 196 5),
equity (Deutsch 197 5) and need (Schwinger 1986). These principles have been applied to
understanding employee's reactions to decision-making and allocation of progranmes suc
as home-working.

The equity principle is based on the assumptionréveards and resources should be
allocated based on merit. In essence, equity thegaljes that the distribution of work-life
balance arrangements should be in direct propadi@mployees' contributions to the
organisation. Conversely, the equality principle bdltht everyone should receive the same
allocations regardless of performance or other cgatinies. Specifically, Grandey (2001)
suggests that according to the equality principl@rkWamily policies can be considered fair
when the policies are available to everyone" (:1 5Bg equality principle can be applied to
arrangements in two ways: either everyone gets the b&nefit or everyone gets no benefit at
all (Young, 1999). Finally, the need principle calis the allocation of rewards and resources
on the basis of individual circumstances. This ppilecsuggests that those in the most need of
a resource should receive it, regardless of inpatigut (Schwinger 1986). In this case,
allocations are considered fair when given to em@syeith the greatest need. For the most
part, these respective principles operate on aléagl. In other words, people are typically
unaware that their perceptions affect their basstigptions of fairness and are equally
unaware that their perceptions may not be sharedhieysot

Despite its relevance, the use of organisational distributional jusdoeytin work-

life balance research has been limited and concerned almost exclusively wiplolicies
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are perceived by employees in the context of potential backlash (Grover 1991; Young 1999;
Hegtvedtet al.2002; Swanbergt al.200 5, Beauregard, 2014). Our interest here is the
extent to which perspectives of organisational distributive justice sem#uerice the
interpretive processes of line managers in their decision-making processes avditbw

balance policies.

Gender-Role Beliefs
Given that managers will be making decisions in gendered segamal contexts

(Green and Cassell, 1996), managerial beliefs about gender roles also come inthatay. It
been argued that differences in gender-role beliefs create differences inievasldv
(Greenstein 1996 a&b; Kroska 1997; Nomaguethal.200 5) and therefore this 'gender-role
lens' affects the ways that policies are created and viewed (Blair and Johnson 1992).
Relatively few studies have specifically focused on gender-role views @ielife balance
(Parasuraman and Greenhaus 2002) and those that have concentrate either exasiusively
women (e.g. Bernas and Major 2000), or on the gender equality of such practices (e.g.
Warren 2004; Lewis and Campbell 2007 & 2008). Feminist literature defines gender-roles in
terms of one's socialised sex based on what it means to be a man or a woman fic a speci
culture and time rather than inherent biological differences (West and Zmame 989).
Discourses around gender-roles often describe pérggeon a scale from 'traditional,’
where men are seen as primary workers and womeneas,dar'egalitarian’ where men and
women are seen as equal. Furthermore, a link betgeder-role beliefs and perceptions of
(in)equality has been made in research that exantieedivision of household labour. Despite
a pervasive imbalance in the division of houseworkv@men report an injustice (Braet
al. 2008). This appears to contradict Adam's (196 5) equity formulation where the extra work
that women are performing in the division of housdhabour ought to generate feelings of
inequality. However, in relation to household laboutcomes, feelings of (in)equality are

subjective and linked to individual gender-role &fsli(Blair and Johnson
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1992; Greenstein 1996a; Cromptetral.200 5; Brauret al.2008; Ruppanner 2008). For
example, women who hold more traditional views ofdg-roles are less likely to report
injustice in doing a larger share of household latasitheir views of gender mitigate or
legitimise this inequality (Brauet al.2008; Ruppanner 2008). Howard and Hollander (1997)
argue that this is an illustration of a "gender’lereere personal views filter interpretations.

Accordingly, it has been argued that gender-role beliefs determine how we see the
world and, in this case, understand work-life balance arrangements (Greenstein 1996a&b;
Kroska 1997; Nomaguclet al.200 5). In support of this theory, Glover (1991) linked the
belief that maternity leave is unfair with individuals holding traditional gendle beliefs.
In contrast, he found that those with “egalitarian' gender beliefs may view the sagpott
“extra’ but simply a part of what is necessary for women's patrticipation in the workplace.
This finding was also supported by Hegtvedt, et al. (2002:389) who suggested that no
perception of inequality is created when such policies are seen as necessatlyaathe
‘extra’.

Yet the findings around gender-role beliefs in the work-life balance field have be
mixed. In Hegtvedet al's(2002) study for example, they used a-iteen measure to
examine gender-role attitudes and were surprised to find that it had no effectalh ove
resentment of workplace policies. Yet gender-role beliefs do not operate on a wholly
conscious level and Berk (198 5:207) noted that they operate "without much notice being
taken". Moreover, gender-role identities are often fractured and incoherenbuiittizant
contradictions between what people say and what they actually feel (Hochschild 1989). In
other words, particularly in Western society, individuals are so bombarded with different
gender-role ideological attitudes that they may espouse views that do ecit tiedir actual
beliefs. In light of this, single-item measures are insufficient to captarill spectrum of

this information.
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Informed by an interpretivist approach, here we are interested in managers'
interpretations and constructions of gender-roles, fairness and work-life balan@spolic
and how those interpretations impact upon decision-making. As such our aim is to
investigate managerial conceptions of fairness in relation to work-lifad&falicies. We
now turn to the methods underpinning the research.

M ethodology

Three large Irish firms participated in this study. These weretedléae to their
diversity in relation to work-life balance levels and initiativesist all being large
nationwide employers. One, a private manufacturing firm with over 5,000 staféscioom
a historically male field with less than 5% of their management womeat (allver and
middle levels) and a reputation for being less family-friendly; anothélitg abmpany
employing over 10,000, was also male-dominated with less than 10% of women in
management (a few at senior levels) but self-described as a progmesgiloyer in

supporting work-life balance; and finally a public service orgamisatiat included two

female dominated branches each responsible for over 10,000 staff with the reputation of

having readily available work-life balance arrangements linked to theep&ion of women
in all levels of management.

All organisations were based in Dublin with operations across Ireland - an EU
member state and subject to EU Directives on statutory support including tyagachi
parental leave minimums. Yet unlike some other EU countries, Ireland has natenfomd
supplementary organisational supports and no statutory rights for paternity leaxédte fle

working arrangements.

Within the organisations, the term 'work-life balance' was used in a variety af ways

It was used as a description of workplace initiatives which varied acrosgtmsation, but

were broadly split by statutory (maternity and parental leaves required by law) and non-
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statutory policies (organisational-based initiatives such as flejitimeelation to the latter,

the public manufacturing organisation was the only one in the sample which offered no
formal organisationally-based programmes beyond those required by law. The utility and the
public service, despite separate governance, offered additional supports whicrassfied!

into five broad groupings: flexibility policies, leave arrangements, caregivongsions,
supportive arrangements, and counselling/well-being programmes. Yet tleatsoa

general agreement that the term 'work-life balance' had its own meaningtséman HR-

based practices and could denote personal views about the relationship between work and
personal life.

Within the two private companies, the sample of managers was chosen under the
guidance of the organisation's Executive HR Directors with the aim of providing a
representative sample of managers, as well as pinpointing senior-malitgen dyads tha
might exhibit extremes— high or low levels of work-life balance- and capture a few
special teams to the extent that they had unusual programmes or working conditithres that
HR directors felt might be of interest. Within the public service branches, theesampl
followed the same format but, due to access issues, focused only at the senior levels.

In all, the sample consisted of 11 women and 24 men (see TableHl3 involved an
oversampling of women managers within both private organisatimha enore representative
breakdown of the public service branches. The oversampling of voraragers occurred as
a result of the Executive HR directors suggesting teamsfieseéd good examples of work-
life balance and/or teams with unusual working patterns. Fuortdrer other differences
emerged between the female and male managers; women werenomgclikely to be at the
middle management levels and less likely to have childreis is an important context in

which to position the account of the findings below.

Insert Table One about here

10
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Equally, it is worth noting that these interviewsk place in 2008 in Ireland - just
before the 2009 recession and property market.otagr the past two decades, Ireland has
also had a unique labour market landscape, firgtedaby a period of rapid growth where
total unemployment dropped from 18 per cent indakee1980's to a low of 4. 5 per cent in
2007 just prior to this study. The most strikingwgth in employment levels was women's
labour market participation with total employmemdreasing from 37 per cent in 1993 to 60. 5
per cent in 2008 (CSO, 2004, 2008). Culturallyséhiabour market changes have been linked
to major social changes which transformed the éxpegs of women and men away from
traditional household arrangements (Redmond 2086). Organisational case studies were
conducted against this cultural backdrop immedigigbr to the global recessio

Unemployment was less than 5% and the need to &tgployees brought WLB to the fore.

I nterviews

Semi-structured interviews were held with 3 5 managers between Januaryyand Ma
2008. Prior to each interview, a statement detailing the rationale and backgroundidiong w
confidentiality agreements was provided to all potential participants.rgéteed managers
agreed to both participate and to have the interviews recorded and transcribed. The
interviews spanned 90-120 minutes and were held on-site either in the napagate
office or in a secure room set aside for this purpose.

A broad interview protocol was developed which outlined discussion points and
guestions in the examination of the role that fairness and gender-role perspaetvia
managers' understanding and allocation of work-life balance policies. To this end, some
general questions were raised that managers were asked to discuss in thetth@edwn
lives and their organisation. For instance, managers were asked how they wimddvdek-

life balance in their own lives with initial responses directed (‘can you give an

11
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example?') and then redirected ($how does thisitlefi fit with the views of others in your
organisation?'). The protocol was designed to feadonversation through a topic list. In
directing the follow up questions, the interviewttempted to be critically self-aware to
ensure that personal views of gender-roles were mdbreed and to allow opportunity for a
variety of gender-role beliefs to emerge. One exampkeasking a manager who mentioned
staff working long hours whether this held true fortbmten and women (traditional gender-
roles) and asking managers who mentioned mothers udiBgpdicies whether that
extended to fathers or beyond parenting (non-taaditigender-roles). Additionally, there was
a vignette that led the managers through a hypothetaréiplace scenario.

Managers were also asked about how and when theyrprete support work-life
balance arrangements for their staff. Supports spamedtinuum from formal supports (e.g.
a reduction in contracted hours or official chamgeorking times) to informal supports (e.g.
the manager allows flexitime or time off in lie&dditionally, a significant portion of the
interview was dedicated to discussions of genderbeliefs. This included more subtle
guestions that were deliberately scattered throughetnterview schedule aimed at
examining views on family structures, parental roleskers' priorities, and opinions of
childcare arrangements as well as a final direestijon, at the end of the interview, where
each manager was presented with a 5 point visald fom highly traditional to highly

egalitarian and asked to rank their gender-rolsgeative.

Data Analysis

A template analysis (King 2004) was employed tdyeeethemes in the data. An
initial version of the template based on the keyrtbs within the literature was devised
before the analytic process began. Once the ietes/had been transcribed, extracts were

coded into broad themes within the template wighttelp of the software package N-Vivo.

12
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Further themes were added to the template when data relating to a new theneel emerg
from the interviews. This revision of coding and themes is typical with thigtanal
approach where templates can be flexibly structured as a result of emergent andlprevious
unanticipated data (Nadin and Cassell 2004). In order to address the research question, the
two over-arching themes in the template were gender-roles and decidioymacesses.
Each had a number of sub-themes. For example, within 'gender-roles' one sub-theme was
'personal views' which was again sub-divided into lower-order themes; 'views about
childcare arrangements' and 'views about partner working patterns'. The 'decising-maki
process' theme also had a number of sub-themes including 'views about fairness', and
‘decisions about the allocation of policies'.

Once the coding was complete, the transcripts vezre again in detail and each
extract was examined in the context of the trapstoi guard against fragmentation. The
following findings emerged from careful consideratajrthe patterns within each of the

themes in the template.

Findings

The findings, illustrating how gender-role beliefs and perceptions of departmental
fairness influence managers' work-life balance decisions, are presetiteski sections. The
first examines the role that organisational justice perspectives pkay managers allocate
and support work-life balance initiatives; the second examines how perspectijessiof-
role beliefs influence decisions; and the third considers how these genderdmtliafs
tandem with notions of fairness. Before turning to those sections it is important to point out
that the 'life' element of the term work-life balance was overwhelmingly cotesirbg these

managers as associated with, and limited to, the act of supporting careghiswgas

13
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primarily seen in terms of parenting with a few cases of eldarly; this is an important

context in which to position the account of the findings that follows.

Justice Perspectives
Managers' notions of fairness emerged as a function of the complexity they attributed

to organisational work-life balance programmes and their organisation's position in
supporting these arrangements. In illustrating the complex, multi-layered coatex¢@ens
confronted when allocating work-life balance accommodations, managershagall t
organisations expressed consistent understanding of respective organisational norms and
expectations regarding the allocation of work-life balance arrangements. A@oss t
manufacturing organisation, managers reported having received little directigrhalo

to deal with work-life balance issues but they felt general pressure torkaegesments to

a minimum. The managers at the utility consistently understedkdough did not

universally agree with— the organisation's ethos of supporting those with caregiving needs
while the public service managers went the furthest by suggesting it wadduheof care’

to accommodate work-life balance needs of their staff.

Unsurprisingly, the level of familiarity with work-&f balance policies also related to
the manager's position within the organisation. Fangxe, one middle manager of female
shift-workers described how managing the operatineads of the business was an ongoing
challenge. In contrast, another more senior managglmost oblivious to how work-life
balance could be a divisive issue as it did natnseeimpact his completely male team of
middle managers. Yet significantly, most managetdgtiat work-life balance initiatives were
often divisive and that part of their managemel# was to avoid creating resentment within
their departments. This was noted particularly byaienmanagers without children who felt
that there was too much flexibility and too manyagements targeted at parents in the
workplace leaving those without children '~eelilg e are stuck here holding the can'
(female middle manager). Indeed many managers weoecwd that the organisational

14
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ethos was to make arrangements without consideration for the impact on thesbusines
particularly for the utility and the public service organisation. Managers atahefacturing
company and those in more senior roles across all three organisations felt tHadrgdera
considerations affected the decisions they made. This highlights the aditrsdaround the
business case when operational demands conflict with the requirements of ddddifice

policies.

Managers also gave a great deal of thought as to how to address a work-life balance

issue when it was deemed necessary. The choice of whether to use a formal or informal
channel depended upon their views of fairness in the given situation. A senior HBrdirect
offered an example of when a manager had a family matter arise and was adekinal

reduction in hours:

... [1] felt that her contribution over the years have been suchittieduld

have been mean to put her on a formal arrangement where an informal
arrangement wasn't going to cost the organisation any money and, from a
selfish point of view, | would get it back in spades through loyaity good

will and all that (male senior manager).

The motivation for a manager to grant informal support to one employee while requiring
another to rely on more restrictive formal channels can be illuminated through thei
situational understandings of the request in tandem with their assessmerqaiititveer.
Managers reported being more likely to support requests when they felt that the al@ividu
organisational commitment merited reward (equity) and/or when the requestrwas f
something the manager deemed both significant and worthwhile (need).

To further frame the discussion in the interview, managers werenpeeswith a
hypothetical example where they had been asked to allckgsirable work-life balance
benefit within their division that could not be logisticallyissuch as a laptop for working
away from the office). They were asked to discuss how they weoulidont this task and

answers were categorized into the classic distributive juysticeiples of equality, equity and

15
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need. In response, over half the managers felt that need was the most approsiate basi
allocating the resource with the remainder split between equity and equality.

The decision about which justice principle to invoke varied greatly between t
organisations with managers at the manufacturing organisation more likelytteeuse
equality principle than the public service or utility organisations. Illustratiisg dne
manufacturing manager claimed that if he could not offer something to everyorsetearhi

then he would not offer it to anyone:

I'd say no, | have to have the same standards. I've had a workén seying

a problem at home can | move to days and | have to draw thehkne
because if | do it for one | won't have anyone working nights (male middle
manager).

Even in the event that a particular team member might be experiencamieral need, this

manager felt that in supporting them, he would be forced to support everyone which he saw

as largely impractical. In rejecting the need principle, this manager themfoked
equality to avoid the appearance of being unfair.

While the preference to allocate based on equakhtyechoed across this
organisation, other managers invoked this pringipiightly different ways. For example,
one suggested a lottery approach, "Put the namelsah-a assuming that they're doing the
same job at the same level why should one be gitienity over the other— try to be as fair
as possible” (male senior manager). Alternativeigtlaer suggested setting up a rota: "
would give it to them all together. We'd see ifegaild rotate it— you do it for 4 weeks- or
we would say we can't do it" (male middle manager).

Managers who relied on the equality or equity principle were often defensive of
their viewpoint. As one manager pointed out, parents in Ireland already had guaranteed
access to statutory leave, so he felt a bit of pressure to be more obliging with risquests

non-parents:

16
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Basically you're saying you give more credence to people wiedialdren ...
if you say some groups or some levels are more important thars,ogpatre
going to get yourself into bother (male senior manager).

In summary, managers decision-process in adopting one position iromretati
fairness rather than another was an active choice and raifedltdi§sues about the
distribution of rewards and support more generally. Managers approached this proces
from within an understanding that included an active interpretation ofttiaicnal
context, an assessment of the petitioner, and a larger subjectiveetatop of what
would constitute fairness in their given situation. This subjectiviematf fairness is
further illuminated in the following sections which examine peroegtiof gender-

roles and their relationship to views of fairness.

Gender-Role Perceptions
We now turn to managers' views regarding gender-roles and inbéfergnces

between the sexes. Within our sample, a majority of managers reported penceviagd
women as essentially different. The typical views expressed suggestediffeences
were most commonly associated with aspects of cultural heteronormative-gaede
assumptions around domestic responsibilities in that "woman take the loadashitye f
responsibilities— that's the way that it is, for right or wrong" (a male senior manager). This
view was held by both female and male managers: "the male workers do nbasayd go
home to collect the kids from school" (female middle manager). Furthermore, these
differences were recognised across all organisations in relation to couples winddrad.c
"l believe that females take their domestic life differently, sayimgwark nine to five' and
the males work longer hours," (male senior manager).

Managers' views suggest a strong conflation of sex aneégenids with litle
separation between perceived biological differeeescultural gender-roles. In fact, while

women may have exhibited the most significant wakeladjustments to accommodate
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family life, almost all of the male managers discuss having made adjuistto their

working schedules to accommodate their family life, commonly to attend schotbfic

or be home before the children are asleep. Yet these accommodations seegadié it ss
managers when discussing gendered working patterns, suggesting hegemonic gender-role
assumptions may make the adjustments women make to their working patterns more
noticeable.

The conflation of gender and sex was particularly evident when managers at the
manufacturing organisation attempted to describe additional differencesepatven and
women in the workplace beyond their familial roles with one noting that "women in a
manufacturing environment are always neater and tidier and they alwaysdesve a
calming influence" (male middle manager). Moreover, managers at this samisatiga
were more likely to discuss women in terms of a greater propensity for being ermdtiona
few managers mentioned the need to allow women some added space in order tt deal wit
these emotions: "sometimes you need to say, 'why don't you just go get a cumdftizieea
a break— they can get worked up over a problem," (male middle manager). A different

manager attributed this to a biological difference between sexes:

We're built differently in that men have an easier i@t women in a medical
way— in the sense that women have a time of the month. %e ihéime that
their hormones can be off-the-stray. That's an awialgt you know it cannot
be easy for them ... [but] my feeling is that they stidaé the same every day
when really they might be in the straights that day (madelsnmanager).

From this manager's perspective, such differences are intrinsically linked to iegpiged
notions of what it means to be a man or a woman.

Views of gender working behaviours varied only slightlyrignagement level and
age with senior and older managers slightly mosdyliko express differences. Yet there did
appear to be a strong difference between managéramd without children to the extent that

those with children were much more likely to see woied men differently from those
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1
2

3 without. This suggests that managers with children may experience sechrdifs more

4

5 acutely through their own parenting experience as illustrated by the comments of one
6

57; manager.

9 . . . .

0 My wife works in an office as well but would be far more caomss on a

11 moment by moment basis of her children, ... | wouldn't feel kHave my

2 children any less than my wife does, but | get into work and | bedocased

13 on the work. | really believe it's a male and female thimth human nature

1 being what it is the women worry about the children more continuatat

15 that means in terms of the question is that female's focusewthere are

16 children involved tend to be split a little. It doesn't, in mperience, diminish

g the quality of the work, but it can diminish the focus or emiation,

19 typically, when women work they have to work harder to focus.gmadlidle

manager)

Conversely, when managers themselves had not experienced parenthood, true of both male
and female managers, they are less likely to formulate these perceptidifesrenhde; "It's

not something | would consider, people are people, because they're a woman or a@san mak
absolutely no difference” (middle manager male).

When discussing gender working behaviours, many managers pointed to the
changing economic environment in Ireland over the preceding decade that had encouraged
more mothers into the labour market. Managers, particularly at senior leletsat despite
this increase there were inherent differences between men and women's prioritied -
women saw their role in the workplace as secondary to their role in the family. Man
managers referred to this with biological essentialist terms likerna instinct' and the way
'nature intended'.

In illustrating the power and influence of this pe&sive, one HR senior manager at
the manufacturing firm suggested that the probleth won-traditional working options is
they cannot overcome the inherent desire in womendther. To support this he cited an
example of a new mother he was unable to entice back to warkhegteirth of her child. He
pointed to this example as a reason the organisdicbmot have any workfe balance

policies, he felt that ‘women's maternal instigets ferocious and nothing can overcome

BBBILIFHALBRBAIBSSENSGRENVLEBBYBERBIBLBBIBNRRRBERE
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that' (male senior manager). This perspective was echoed by male manageth@cross
manufacturing and utility company - particularly strong for those in senior roles. For the
most part, the public service managers and female managers at all orgiasisiatngside a
few of the male middle managers did not share this view. Yet the senioreramd did,
illustrate how personal understandings can narrow how they view work-life balance
policies— as a deficient response to the economic need of women to work. Accordingly,
despite shifts to gender-neutral terms, most of the managers illustraterpretiation that

is deeply rooted in gender-role differences.

There were also some interesting findings in terms of managers selirigbell
gender-role perspectives with the results suggesting that how these rmdalagle
themselves does not necessarily lead to a predictable set of assumptions about the
attitudes and behaviours. Indeed, there was a high degree of inconsistency in thany of
self-labelled gender-role beliefs and the gender-role attitudes and du#isasxpressed
throughout the interviews. Perhaps unsurprising, given the current emphasis on gender
equality, most managers categorised themselves on the highly egalideiah gender-
role beliefs while only a few identified as being highly traditional. However, otlteof
managers who classified themselves as highly egalitarian, many appearetidivérgient
attitudes and characteristics in expressing more traditional viewpoiffitsiray that was
particularly salient in older male managers.

One male senior manager illustrates this 'fracture' by desgtibmself as highly
egalitarian yet, when discussing work-life balance, his resggand life choices reflected a
more traditional viewpoint. For example in discussing chilelearangements he said he was
happy that his wife was "able to stay at home" when his children wargyand felt that "the
quality of life is really hurt when women have to work". Thetsgements conflict with what

one would expect from a self-definition as highly egalitariadeed, he went on to
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1
§ argue "that the old fashioned way, when you can afford it, is the Isesfgesting a view

g that egalitarian life choices are something forced on famiies are not in the financial

57; position to afford the "traditional way".

?0 In another example, a male middle manager who self-identified as egalaegued

]; he would put the rest of his life's earnings on the fact that human nature kept women from
12 achieving higher management levels in his organisation. He felt that:

15

1? Women's energy a_nd_focus ar]d con_centr_ation and intuition was aimed at

8 children and th!s is _mcompatlble with higher management Whlch really

" demands your time, it demands your full concentration and that is not

condition that even the most career driven of women can liveiftitey have
children.

Similar findings held true for men across organisations and management lefreélew
exception of managers without children and female managers who were lestolioehbit
this fracture. While these findings demonstrate how gender-role beliefs yilay @le in
managers' understanding of work-life balance programmes, they also illustratk tfe ris
gender-role fracture and the problematic assumption around self-labelled dediefs

predictable assumptions around work-life balance.

Linking gender and justice perspectives

Perhaps the most striking finding in the data ocduwien perceptions of gender-
roles were evaluated in conjunction with managggsision-making process. Alongside an
awareness of the general organisational ethos towemdsli fe balance, managers at both
organisations reported having a large degree ofetisn about whether to offer formal or
informal arrangements. Patterns emerged from tleeadatollows; It became evident that
managers' decisions are not only narrowed by thellyeerabedded organisational context
in which they operate (for example, a highly tunedu@ness of the views of their direct

senior managers) but also by the interplay betweéngéesonal understandings of gender-
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1
§ roles and fairness. In analysing this process, neasagersonal beliefs regarding gender-roles
g and their perception of inherent differences betweaen and women influenced which justice
57; principle they used to create the fairest distrdoutf work-life balance programmes and their
?0 preferred channel of allocation (formal or informéfanagers who espoused more traditional
]; views of gender-role were more inclined to allocatggmmmes on an informal basis

12 compared with managers holding more egalitariawwief gender-roles. In exploring this

E phenomenon, there were two relevant findings: first,agars used informal channels to

]g reward behaviour and loyalty; and second, formal weBnwvere considered more transparent

and only used when there were no concerns aboutgspttcedence.

These differences were further illuminated by examgithe managers'
understandings of inherent differences betweenekessand how this influenced their
decisions regarding whether need, equality or equaty tive fairest way to allocate supports.
Managers who reported not seeing any inherent diffesebetween men and women
preferred to invoke the 'need’ principle. In coritrée 'equality’ or 'equity’ principles were
preferred by managers who saw a gendered distinctmsauhting for this disparity,
managers who saw a difference often expressedatnmstthat conflated sex and gender-role
differences which they associated with women's grshgre of domestic responsibilities as a
workplace 'spill-over' that, they argued, resulted greater need for workplace supports for
women. Accordingly, these managers reasoned thaltdmating supports in terms of need
they were inherently fostering workplace inequalitg.@he senior manager pointed out,
despite the recognisable 'need' differences fonpgréhere was a tertiary aspect of work-life

balance issues in finding ways to avoid being seersasrdinatory:

You get into issues then, maybe people trying to have kids and ttey'iget
this thing in the back of their heads, there's an opportunkitgte a nicer life
at work and it doesn't happen because | don't have kids (realer s
manager).

BBBILIFHALBRBAIBSSENSGRENVLEBBYBERBIBLBBIBNRRRBERE
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Moreover, managers who felt that there was a gender difference were morelikely

invoke a principle they felt would alleviate this intrinsic ‘weakness' ineld principle. By

allocating desirable supports as either a reward for workplace performance (equity) or on a

transparent equality basis (first-come / all-or-nothing) they hoped to avoicblacklet

managers who felt that men and women were the same would see women as having no

inherently greater 'need’ of supports resulting in the 'need' principle being applied equally.

This interplay between gender and justice is further evideahwe examine which
distribution principle the managers' preferred. Similarlyttove, those who spoke about
gender-roles in more 'traditional’ terms were less lik@ipvoke the 'need' principle when
deciding how to allocate initiatives, whilst almost all & thanagers who espoused more
‘egalitarian’ gender-roles beliefs, such as suggesting thatpah®uld take equal
responsibility for children, used 'need' as a basis for allocatioflaBymthe managers who
held more traditional views of gender-roles tended to see womeitisrposthe workplace
as secondary to their domestic roles. Accordingly, these raenagpressed concern that
many of these programmes appeared to create an unfair work distrifautthose dealing
with departmental absences. As a result, rather than suctepatimimising gender
inequality in the workplace, these managers viewed thearvabkicle for creating
inequality in the form of men being on the receiving end of areased workload.
Conversely, managers who believed that fathers and mothers heldesgpaeisibility for
childcare saw these workplace arrangements not as 'etiltb but as necessary to
support the individuals and offer families the flexibilitiesytineeded. Accordingly,
managers' view of justice in these situations was contingeheorpersonal
understandings of gender-role behaviours.

The influence and power of these views is evidentwhgirning to the

organisational context in which they operate. Mana@cross all organisations
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acknowledged organisational and legislative pressure to respadtidgp$o certain requests
but also highlighted their own power to allocate such supportsafiyror informally. In this
regard, managers with more traditional views of gender-psiferred 'equality’ and ‘equity’
principles and felt that certain work-life balance prograsmere unfair to those who do not
have 'equal’ need of such support. Correspondingly, when these marergefieced with
organisational or legislative pressure to provide these supest could use their power to
reduce departmental inequality through the use of formal or iafah@annels; saving
informal channels as a way to reward individual commitment aading on a more difficult
formal process for those they felt had an unfair advantage.

On the other hand, managers who held more egalitarian viewsisgnrocess quite
differently; they suggested that those in need of a support sbewlfiered a formal delivery
system because that would represent the most transpackfair distribution method. When
considering this finding, it is important to note that nondnefrhanagers with traditional
views on gender roles had partners working full-time yet all ofrtbee egalitarian managers
had partners who worked, mostly on a full-time basis. Consequdmbe tanagers spoke of
their own shared domestic responsibility referring to dividing clibsl runs and
childcare as well as weekends spent seeing to household chores. Based on the added pres
of domestic responsibilities, these managers were less flexible in retathamking hours
than their peers who enjoyed the support of a atdapme partner and were, subsequently,
the least likely to benefit through the reward-based 'equity’ principle while coiweessy
the most likely to qualify on the basis of 'need'.

In summary, these managers' understandings of workdice needs and their
sense of how to fairly allocate supports are embeutdbir underlying understandings of
gender-roles and inherent differences between mgmwamen. The operation of work-life

balance programmes depend fundamentally upon maabigégrpretation. In other words,
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managers process decisions through an active interpretation of theiisatigamal context
which is informed by geref-role assumptions, all of which serve to narrow their

available options in determining how to allocate work-life balance arrasrgsrfairly.

Discussion: M anagement perceptions of gender, fairnessand justice

Our findings highlight the role of managers and manageriatedion in the uptake of
work-life balance policies and provide further evidence of idp@ficance of line managers in
human resource functions (Currie and Procter 2001; Bearall2009; Den Dulket al.2011).
In focusing upon the link between personal perspectives and viewslofife balance using
gualitative methods, we were able to demonstrate how managers'ofigender-roles are
closely linked with their understandings of fairness in the allocafievork-life balance
programmes. Despite recent attempts to shift work-life baldisceurse along gender-neutral
lines, these managers confirmed previous findings (Smithson and k& by
demonstrating an understanding and approach to work-life balancegals support for the
care-giving needs of working mothers. Our findings therefordriitesand further extend
understandings that work-life balance is understood as a respdreteronormative
constructions of the family and the problems created in managirigamd family demands in
the workplace (Ozbigliet al 2011; Gatrelet al.2013).

The construction of work-life balance in this washnteresting implications for
equality in the workplace. As long as the 'life' pdnvork-life balance continues to be
understood by managers in this way these policiesseiille to reinforce traditional gender-
roles and strengthen discrimination. This occutonty by normalising and privileging the
idea of 'male breadwinner' but does so hidden blemtgitns of gender-neutrality.
Furthermore constructions of work-life balance aimd played out in organisational

contexts that both construct and reflect gendessdraptions (Green and Cass&d96).
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Although final decisions were affected by personal views, the managers harar-tsi

those in Reeve et al's (2012) study - were influenced by cultural pressures. These
heteronormative constructions of the "life" part of work-life balance are sigrtificéimat the
managerial understandings both reflect and help to sustain the gendered assumptions tha
underpin organisational cultures.

The implications are important for work-life balarresearchers. Examinations of
managerial influence on work life balance neede@dupled with a powerful and nuanced
understanding of how heteronormative constructiofexithe decision-making process and
constrain the use of policies. Without a clear usideding of how these elements play out in
a dayto-day context, research risks misinterpreting thiei@mfce of other issues at play.

There are a number of other findings. First, one which does not appear to have been
addressed previously, is that when managers are confronted with difficuklooer the
allocation of finite resources, they seek reconciliation through the formal-informal
continuum. In this manner, even where managers feel socially or institutionadjgcbdi
allow access to supports, they can nevertheless recover a degree of influerzdiby de
whether to meet these supports informally or through formal channels. Similarly, when
managers feel legally obligated to offer supports, such as statutory leave témestibf
enjoy a degree of influence in restricting how leave can be taken (e.g. continuously@r sprea
out over time). In this manner, they retain the power to enact their views of pustice
gender-roles despite legal or organisational obligations. The disruption amdielepe
considerations highlighted by Den Dulk et al (2008) also influence manager's ioritie
Managing the tensions of a variety of business cases is an additional tensi@ffleeirey
WLB supports can be problematic when faced with operational demands. This finding
regarding the formality / informality continuum highlights a potentially promisirgnasg for

future research into managerial discretion that could be progressed to more fully expand
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1
§ previous work on this phenomenon (Anderstal.2002; Behson 200 5). Specifically, by

g recognizing this avenue for the manifestation of managerial decision-medsegrch can

; develop a more nuanced understanding of the decision-making process. While managers
?0 may be able to say they supported a certain WLB request, by explicating theeatetall b

]; the process, we can ascertain a larger understanding of how personal perspectiites can st
12 constrain the use of policy.

E A second contribution highlights and explicates in detail thiofat¢hat influence

]g managerial decision-making processes. In so doing, we have ttaésedue of inconsistency

between self-labelled gender-role beliefs and individual\betia Specifically, drawing on
previous research (Hochschild 1989), we found a disconnect wherebgeranauld self-
identify as gender egalitarian while their life decisions ardgnal views pointed to more
traditional approaches. The identification of this 'fractur¢he context of work life balance
research is important both theoretically and methodologicdigoretically we are reminded
to be careful not to assume that a particular set of beli#fiead to corresponding
assumptions about behaviour. Accordingly, while previously literdtaseattempted to link
specific views of gender-role beliefs to the resentment of polieigs Grover 1991; Hegtvedt
et al.2002), our findings imply that this inconsistency may play a coatptig role.
Methodologically, given that gender-roles beliefs arevaain a more complex level than can
be captured by simple self-description labels or even basstiop® about gender-role
equality, it is important that researchers approach ddtctoh with strategies that anticipate
inconsistency and reach beyond self-labelled gender-role béhefsjualitative approach has
been useful in illuminating these inconsistencies. It is impottambte here that we are not
being judgemental about these inconsistencies. Rather, agtessingly been recognised,
contradictory stances are fairly common in organisationa{dée ElSawad, Arnold and

Cohen, 2004). Raising awareness of this, we suggest that work life
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balance topics are so deeply embedded with ‘fractured' issues of gender-rtdehazlieis
important that researchers take an approach that anticipates this incogsisten

There are some contextual issues that are worth drawimgj@ttéo here. Our
findings suggest that the allocation of work-life balance sdp®a contested domain
influenced by gender-role beliefs, perceptions of justice #ret operational and cultural
demands that managers face. However, it is important to poititaiuhe economic context
in which the research is conducted is also significant.¢ bf writing the economic context
in Ireland is very different from that when the research was otediwith the recession
having an impact upon all areas of the public and private sedsrdingly, access to
work-life balance can be affected by a range of other iskaesianagers have to deal with
such as rising unemployment and lack of occupational mobilitg. Witliadd another layer to
the multi-layered approach that is needed to fully understandgeéds decisions to award
access to such policies.

Finally, and most significantly, we have extended the link between gender-role
beliefs and organisational justice theory to issues of work-life balanceoasidlered he
this works in practice. Research examining perspectives of justice in therdis
household labour has widely noted a link between gender-role beliefs and perspectives of
fairness (Blair and Johnson 1992; Ruppanner 2008; Kawamura and Brown 2010). Here we
build upon these findings to extend and expand them into the area of organisational work-life
balance decision-making by further confirming the importance of personal mahageria
perspectives to organisational allocation and dissemination processes (den Dulk and de
Ruijter 2008; Poelmans and Beham 2008; McCaettegl.2010).

In terms of organisational justice theory and the siilvg notion of fairness, our
findings show how gender-role beliefs can illuminate/imanagers approach work-life

balance decisions and specifically which of the aigdional justice principles managers
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employ in a given situation as well as the degree of formalipetengaged in the
arrangement. Using this gender-role/justice interplay mightigecan alternative explanation
for why some individuals in previous studies did not report resentm@olicies they
themselves were unable to use (Grover 1991; Young 1999; Beetett2011) in that this
inequality was legitimised and mitigated by their personal gierale beliefs (Brauet al.
2008). For example, within our sample, managers with childrentivermost likely to
discuss men and women in essentialist terms and report tHatifedalance supports
inherently foster workplace inequality while those without childnstead suggest that all
workers have equal need of work-life balance supports anddhetbey are not inherently
unjust. This finding contradicts reports that employees wittloildren are the most likely to
report injustice in their inability to access these programmesngy @999; Teasdale 2013).
We argue that the report of injustice is a more complexegsothan has been previously
captured and is influenced by personal context, such as gendbeliefs, ideas of fairness,
and parenting experience. These in turn directly influenceithdil’understandings and
approaches to work-life balance supports. Similarly, we providieece that wider research
into organisational justice would benefit from a stronger askedgement of subjective
notions of fairness and consideration of garrdle theory (Cropanzaret al.2007; Bernerth

et al.2011; Fuchs and Edwards 2012).

Conclusions

In making sense of the interrelationships between gaontebeliefs, distributive
justice, and the decision-making process of workHd&nce policies we contend that
subjective notions of fairness and beliefs of gendesriorm what can be viewed as an
integrated gender-role/justice framework wheream#tiof fairness act in tandem with

personal beliefs in guiding a manager's understandingganisational work-life balance
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policies and practices. In other words, where managers may be more consciously aware of
their notions of fairness in allocating supports, these notions are themselees suanpd
filtered through largely hidden beliefs about gender-roles in the workplace. In turn these
need to be understood within the confines of organisational cultures and the extensive and
increasing demands placed on managers in the contemporary workplace (Ford and
Collinson, 2011), including managing a variety of business cases.

In summary, we have highlighted the heteronormativerstandings of work-life
balance held by managers and have illuminated howgeaabhperspectives of gender-roles
temper the decision process around work-life b&aatlocation even when they may not
appear to be relevant. Given the complex natudeokion-making processes we argue that
the identification of such phenomena requires d shdur approach to work-life balamc
research from a focus on policy to a focus on the cexitplof managers' decision-making
processes. As this research has illustrated,hieihiuman’ elements in this process that are
perhaps more influential than the formal policrepliace. The practical implications of re-
focusing on managers' constructions of work-life bageend their influence on allocations
will allow researchers a greater chance of undedgigrthe complexities surrounding these

issues in their pursuit of stronger policy and orgatiosal recommendations.
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3 Table 1 Breakdown of participants

4

5

6 . - Public

- Manufacturing Utility Service

8 Middle | Senior | Middle | Senior Senior Total
9 Male 10 3 4 4 3 24
]? Female 2 7 2 11
1 Total 12 3 11 4 5 35
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