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Abstract
In recent years, with the rapid development of the global economy and the constant updating of people's consumer and emotional concepts, China's pet economy is rapidly emerging. Today's small family unit has weakened the ties between members of society, while the 'ageing population' and 'labour mobility' have contributed to an increasing number of lonely groups for whom pets can be psychologically therapeutic and companionship. Nowadays, pet ownership has become a new leisure pastime and emotional support for modern people. With the increase in the number of pets being kept, the demand for pet food has increased significantly. As a new industry, the pet food industry is beginning to enter the lives of the general public and its market share is growing.
The study will discuss a contingency project group at Royal Pet Foods. The specific scenario is as follows, since 2019, due to the impact of the novel coronavirus at home and abroad, the pet food staple products that were stable and normally sold have been difficult to sell in offline shops, orders have dropped dramatically and the company has experienced a huge drop in turnover over the past six months, possibly due to a lack of product variety, increased difficulty in courier delivery leading to reduced stocking of goods in offline shops and customer fears of going out to purchase. As a result, the company's leaders held their annual emergency meeting and needed to strategically manage and adjust to the current state of the industry, reshape the strategic direction of Royal Canin sales in the context of the epidemic after thorough internal and external analysis, and provide personalised customer care for different target groups to increase sales of related products. Specific recommendations on marketing strategies to improve future resilience and sustainable competitive advantage in the context of a novel coronavirus pandemic are made in comparison to other outstanding pet food industries.
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[bookmark: _Toc132402793]1.1 Pets Definition
Pets are clearly defined in China and in Taiwan's animal protection law, where pets are defined as dogs, cats and other animals kept for human pleasure and companionship purposes. This interpretation is unsatisfactory, as Eddy (2003) argued that pets should not be fully defined, as some people keep pets for pleasure rather than practical purposes, while some domestic pets, such as rural dogs, are kept for housekeeping purposes and have more of a practical function. Therefore, pets have an irreplaceable nature, both in terms of practical and emotional needs.
Furthermore, according to Brooks (2018), there is a growing recognition that pets could serve a therapeutic function regarding mental health. Along with the increasing standard of living, most people can afford to spend money on pets. The majority of people mentioned here include the following three age groups: children, young people and the ageing population. 
[bookmark: _Toc132402794]1.2 Impact of Pets on different groups of People
Separately, in the children's group, pets could act as playmates for children and can help them to grow up, bring laughter, help them to be physically fit and experience love and responsibility. In his study, Melson (2003) found that children who regularly care for pets are more empathetic, which is interesting as pets could help provide children with experiences and education for later life, such as pet birth, fostering, illness care and death education. Parish-Plass (2008) also agreed that companion animals could help improve emotional understanding and expression. Therefore, those children become gentler and more responsible in caring for pets.
For young people, pets are true and genuine friends. They can be a silent companion and guardian under the stress of a busy schedule or during an emotional breakdown, as Funpuddle Publishing Associates (2013) explained in the book, and people feel more secure and comfortable when they are with their dogs. 
Finally, for some older people, pets are companions and even family members. From the standpoint of empty nesters, the daily companionship of a pet is more than that of their children and could improve the quality of life (Walsh, 2009). However, it is unreasonable to conclude that pet ownership is beneficial to the survival of elderly patients.
[bookmark: _Toc132402795]1.3 Pet food
In China, the emphasis on the role of pets has led to the rapid development of the pet economy and the pet food industry has received increasing attention and development. Pet food is a high-grade animal food that falls between human food and traditional livestock feed, and is food developed by professional institutions specifically for pets at all stages of growth and development. In terms of pet ownership, there are two main species in China, namely cats and dogs, Allen (2002) mentioned in his article that pet dogs and cats are each over 50 million in the US and are equally popular abroad. However, the Chinese pet food market started late and the premium market and well-known brands are mainly dominated by foreign brands, a situation that will be difficult to change over time. In an article by Boermans (2007), it was mentioned that pet food safety is the responsibility of the pet food industry and that mycotoxins in some pet food have been found. However, the pet food modification methods mentioned at the end of the article are still not a substitute for risk, and more pet-specific research is needed to address mycotoxin issues in the future.
[bookmark: _Toc132402796]The main body section
[bookmark: _Toc132402797]2.1 Royal Canin Company Profile
Founded in 1968 and based in Montpellier, France, Royal Canin is a French manufacturer of cat and dog food (Royal Canin, 2022). Sawing the opening of their first Chinese factory in Shanghai, which focuses on the processing of key food products for cats and dogs. They are dedicated to providing precise nutritional solutions for cats and dogs. The company's products are positioned at the mid to high-end of pet food. However, in recent years, although Royal Canin has been growing its sales, the growth rate has declined and its market share has fallen compared to the previous growth.
There are four main categories of pet food, namely pet staples, pet snacks, pet health products and prescription pet food. Along with the refined classification of pet food, there are now pet foods available in the market for competition-grade pets and pets with special body types. Among them, pet staple food is a rigid demand that has always dominated the market; pet snacks are for leisure, mainly used to attract the attention of pets or regulate their tastes; pet health products have the functions of training induction, teeth grinding and internal deworming; and pet prescription food is tailored to the physical condition of pets, helping sick pets to recuperate and restore their health.
	Number
	Pet Food Category
	Characteristics

	1
	Pet staples
	Maintaining your pet's daily fitness and energy

	2
	Pet snacks
	Increase your pet's appetite, coat appearance and other diversified needs

	3
	Pet Health Products
	Contributes to the healthy development and growth of pets

	4
	Prescription pet food
	Specially formulated pet food to match your pet's nutritional profile during the treatment of illnesses, helping to restore your pet's health


Table 1: Classification and characteristics of pet food. Adapted from Ohshima (2019).
Nowadays, while regular pet food is the majority choice for buyers, natural pet food is also becoming increasingly popular. In an article by Magnusson et al. (2003), it is revealed that more and more people are choosing organically produced or eco-labelled products for health reasons, although there is no direct evidence that organic food is healthier for pets. However, this is clearly a new business opportunity.
[bookmark: _Toc132402798]2.2 Using Porter's Five Forces Model for analysis
Porter's Five Forces Model, a tool for analysing market competitiveness, was developed by Harvard professor Michael Porter in 1979 and has been an influential model in business schools. The model divides competitiveness into five areas: potential competitors in the market, existing competitors, substitutes, suppliers and buyers. These five factors can influence the profitability and attractiveness of an industry.
Potential competitors in the market. The pet food market has a relatively low barrier to entry and therefore there are potential competitors in the market. In addition, some large supermarket chains and online retailers may also start to launch their own pet food brands. In an article by Dunne (1999) published in the Harvard Business Review, it is mentioned that some supermarkets are introducing private label strategies such as food, kitchenware and pet products as a way to increase their market presence. However, this article did not look further into the shortcomings of private labellings, such as the search for cheap resellers, which may lead to concerns about product quality. Therefore, Royal Canin needs to consider the threat of these potential competitors.
Existing competitors. There are several brands and companies in the pet food market, such as Purina, Prolu, Crown Energy and others. These existing competitors compete with Royal Canin in terms of market share, brand awareness and product lines. Therefore, Royal Canin needs to take steps to improve its competitiveness and increase its market share.
Alternatives. A number of alternatives exist in the pet food market, such as homemade pet food and raw food. The development of these alternatives may have an impact on demand in the original pet food market. However, this has raised concerns that homemade pet food may pose food safety issues due to the production environment, temperature and humidity or freshness (Morelli et al., 2021). Therefore, Royal Canin needs to be aware of the impact of these alternatives on market demand and improve its products in response.
Suppliers. Pet food production requires the use of a range of raw materials such as grains, vegetables, meat and fish. The price and quality of these raw materials might have an impact on Royal Canin's profitability. Royal Canin, therefore, needs to establish stable relationships with its suppliers to gain some price advantage through order volumes, while ensuring the supply and quality of raw materials.
Buyers. Consumers in the pet food market are very concerned about price and product quality in order to demand cost-effective products. Royal Canin needs to pay attention to consumer demand and feedback, continuously improve its products, enhance quality and price them reasonably to meet the needs of different customer groups.
[bookmark: _Toc132402799]2.3 External Environment PEST Analysis
Analysis of the political environment. Although China has introduced some pet breeding and pet-related laws and regulations, due to the late start of China's pet industry, the relevant laws and regulations for pet food are not perfect, and some of them are only for pet dog and cat vaccination and bite regulations, which are also not implemented nationwide. So far, there are only the following animal laws and regulations: Law on the Protection of Wild Animals, Regulations on the Quarantine of Animals and Animal Products, Law of the People's Republic of China on Tort Liability, Law of the People's Republic of China on the Prevention and Control of Infectious Diseases, General Principles of the Civil Law of the People's Republic of China, as well as some local government regulations on pet breeding practices. In short, further laws and regulations on pet food categories are yet to be introduced and implemented (National Research Council, 2006). An example of this could be found in USFDA (2007) where the US Food and Drug Administration reported the discovery of contaminants in vegetable proteins imported from China for use in pet food and the subsequent recall of hundreds of food ingredients. This incident also sparked concern and attention from the media and the public about pet food from China.
In contrast, developed countries such as Canada and the USA have better laws and regulations relating to pets, and they have adopted a legislative or non-legislative approach to regulation. Canada is one of the most decentralised federations in the world, with the regulation of its activities largely based on custom and practice, while the US has a more hierarchical and centralised system, at least in terms of laws governing animal food research (Griffin, 2017). To sum up, due to the lack of perfection of relevant laws and regulations, lax policies and market supervision, the pet market, especially the pet food sector, is not transparent in terms of profits, which brings great benefits to many operators. Some small workshop pet food enterprises have low selling prices due to low-cost expenditure, which affects the pricing and food sales of regular manufacturers such as Royal Canin.
Economic environment analysis. The growth of the pet industry is closely related to a region's GDP per capita, with the cost of pet ownership in developed regions being higher than in remote or underdeveloped areas. According to Laihua (2018), China's pet market reaches RMB 172.2 billion in 2019 and over RMB 200 billion in 2020. However, with the onset of the epidemic era, the global economy is in a depression and when the economy is in a slump, consumer spending decreases accordingly, which could be a factor in the decline of sales in the pet food market. Stanford (2019) did research on the Australian economy and due to the economic downturn, consumer spending has remained stagnant despite the high tax breaks offered by the government, possibly due to people hoarding their savings for fear of a future recession and at the moment, there is no good way to stimulate the economy. At the same time, there are hidden challenges for Royal Canin, with many brands and types of pet food emerging on the market to choose from, and Royal Canin needs to be further prepared to compete with the various pet food brands on the market or to have a large enough advantage to capture a share of the market economy.
Social environment analysis. According to the current demographic situation in China, the proportion of people over 60 years of age is increasing year by year and the phenomenon of ageing is serious. According to a study by Fang et al. (2020), it is projected that by 2050, there will be 365 million people over the age of 60 in China. Many 'empty nesters' choose to keep pets due to a lack of children or loved ones, hoping to feel needed and happy again from their pets, making the elderly a force to be reckoned with in the pet industry. In addition to this, more of the pet-owning population in China are young, highly educated, unmarried young people who keep their pets at home due to late marriage and childbirth, thus driving the booming pet industry. Shun (2018) concluded after research that the post-80s and post-90s are now the main pet-owning population, accounting for over 50% of the population. Such a social environment requires Royal Canin to update its pet food range as soon as possible, promote its products, capture the attention of pet owners, especially older and younger customers, and strengthen customer stickiness.
Technical Environment Analysis. Royal Canin has a history of 55 years and its pet food production processes are among the best in the industry. As it is an established pet food company, it has a product and technological advantage over smaller brands that have emerged in recent years, with automated production processes and patented technology. For example, Royal Canin develops veterinary-specific products for different health problems in pets, focusing on prescription pet food, which is technically very advantageous. Royal Canin is unique compared to other food companies, as illustrated by an animal behaviour study by Kato et al. (2012), who found that prescription diets could alleviate some of the behavioural manifestations of consumers in coping with stress and resolving anxiety. This may address some of the individual needs of consumers, however, this study did not address the effects of a placebo, which may achieve similar anxiety and stress relief, and further research is needed in the future.
Based on the above analysis, it is clear that Royal Foods' marketing and customer service systems have shortcomings and need to be further updated in the future, while at the same time focusing on big data for consumer behaviour assessment and investing more money in product research and innovation.
[bookmark: _Toc132402800]2.4 Royal Canin SWOT Analysis
Introduction to the SWOT analysis model
In the strategic planning of a business or organisation, the SWOT analysis from McKinsey & Company involves analysing the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats of a business (Gurl, 2017). Therefore, SWOT analysis provides a comprehensive overview of all aspects of a company's internal and external conditions and helps companies and firms to focus their resources on their strengths and try to have more opportunities for growth, making the business strategy clearer.
Strengths Analysis
Firstly, there is the technological advantage. Royal Canin has an original dilution and discharge technology that locks in the maximum freshness and nutrient content of pet food. In a study by German (2011), the inaccuracy of measuring food in measuring cups was noted, referring to Royal Canin's collaboration with Liverpool University to explore the process of making pet food. The company also has two of the latest technologies, French antioxidant compounds and highly digestible proteins, which can be added to pet food to help improve resistance and improve intestinal digestion (Moinard, 2020). This is a technology that is not available to similar pet food companies in China.
In addition, the brand advantage. Royal Canin was the first company in the world to produce specialist pet food. After decades of development, it has about 20 factories around the world, exports its products worldwide and has received international quality system certification. It is an outstanding quality brand in China in 2018 and has won many accolades. What's more, due to its early entry into the Chinese market, it is recognised by more consumers than other foreign companies in its category, and its branding advantage is significant. Speaking of brand advantages, Aaker (2012) mentioned in his book that strong brands are able to gain more recognition for their product quality and marketing, although this is based on the huge cost outlay behind it. However, it is also important to note that in the future Royal Canin will need to create great advertising and build an emotional connection with consumers to further solidify its brand benefits.
Finally, there is the capital advantage. Royal Canin is part of Mars, so its capital strength speaks for itself. Regarding Mars, Royal Pet is one of the most recognisable brands created by Mars, a privately held family business with over a century of expertise, annual sales of US$35 billion and six business segments (Anon, 2017). With an initial registered capital of approximately US$10 million in China, the branch has a stable and solid capital chain. Compared to other domestic and local food products, the pet company has a significant advantage in terms of capital and foreign investment.
Threats faced
The analysis of the threats facing Royal Canin at this stage is as follows. Firstly, Royal Canin's head office is in France and policy adjustments and market programme adjustments issued by the head office are difficult to communicate or implement in the branches in China. Sometimes it is impossible to make timely and accurate responses in the face of rapid changes in the pet market.
In addition, the price advantage is not obvious. Because Royal Canin invests heavily and its products are mainly for the middle and high-end markets (Apichartprakulp, 2003). Compared to similar products, it will be found that its cost investment is high, so the price advantage is weak, and there is a proliferation of pet foods on the market, some of which are priced extremely low but of questionable quality, disrupting the market to some extent.
Thirdly, there is also no advantage in the pet food category. As its core product is pet staple food, it lacks the research and development of pet snacks and pet health products and other new trendy pet products. As pet staple food is easily imitated and made by other small domestic competitors, the market is almost saturated at this stage.
Fourth, it is losing its product identity, namely prescription pet food. Prescription animal food is a new potential market, and Widmar (2020) discussed in his article that some animal clinics may choose to prepare only a small or specific amount of prescription pet food to provide to consumers for emergencies. Even a small amount of demand proves that this is in fact a small potential market. However, the reality today is that some local Chinese traditional pharmaceutical brands, such as Xiuzheng Pharmaceutical, are also launching pet medical supplies (Thrusfield, 2018). These large domestic players have a strong financial commitment and a huge presence in the local market. Once they enter the pet market, there is no doubt that they will have a serious impact on Royal Canin.
Last but not least, Royal Pet Foods has fewer sales channels. Today it sells mainly through malls and offline shopping centres and lacks greater investment in e-commerce, such as Taobao and Tiktok Live, the lack of innovation and observation of market trends has led to flat and mediocre sales results. A survey conducted by Xiao et al. (2021) found that younger and more educated consumers are now more likely to purchase goods through online channels, caring more about brands and ingredients. However, this description is unsatisfactory as it ignores traditional consumer pet food purchases, such as the elderly group.
[bookmark: _Toc132402801]Comparison with peers Purina PetCare
Purina PetCare is one of the world's leading pet food manufacturers and is the second largest pet food company in the world, offering a wide range of pet food, snacks and pet supplies (Vasilevska, 2015). The company's early years were dominated by the production of feeds and feed additives, before gradually transforming into a pet food manufacturer. It is worth noting that as a global company, Purina Pet Foods has hundreds of production sites and research and development centres around the world, as well as an extensive sales network and customer base in a number of regions, including the USA, Europe, Latin America and Asia. According to a newsletter article by Anon (2018), the company has opened a new pet food distribution centre in Georgia to further complete the distribution chain. At the same time, Purina Pet Foods is also committed to promoting sustainable development, exploring and practising environmental and social responsibility initiatives, thus demonstrating its innovative and corporate commitment.
Both Purina PetCare and Royal Canin are well-known pet food manufacturers with a global reputation for the quality of their products and brand recognition. However, there are some differences between the two in a number of areas, mainly in the following three areas.
The first is the brand portfolio. Purina PetCare has a number of well-known brands such as Friskies and Purina Dog Chow, whereas Royal Canin is mainly known for its Royal Canin dog food and Royal Canin cat food brands. The range of brands is not enough for Royal Canin.
Next is the range of food products. Purina Pet Foods covers a wide range of food and supplies for cats, dogs, birds, small mammals and many other pet breeds in a variety of categories, while Royal Canin produces mainly dog and cat food, as well as some other pet supplies. As a result, there are relatively few animal brands involved.
Finally, there are the research and development centres. Purina Pet Foods has hundreds of production sites and R&D centres around the world, with an emphasis on product innovation and research and development, while Royal Canin has nine R&D centres around the world, focusing mainly on pet health and nutrition, with a more singular focus on new product development.
[bookmark: _Toc132402802]Strategic choices for Royal Canin in the midst of the epidemic crisis
Opening up a new path for online e-commerce sales. Currently, Royal Canin's sales channels are mainly offline supermarkets and pet food shops. This has led to pet food promotions taken by headquarters not really being implemented to consumers, who do not enjoy the ultimate benefits. There is therefore a need to further open up e-commerce channels, such as using Tiktok or Taobao live-streaming rooms to regularly broadcast live sales of pet products, such as free pet snacks with the purchase of certain staple foods, or full discounts.
Provide innovative customer care. Considering that younger customer groups have high work pressure and epidemics that make it inconvenient to come to offline shops for pet food purchases, the company could upgrade online purchase channels to make the interface more concise, improve operability and payment fluency, and improve the timeliness of delivery; for older groups, especially those who could not buy online, provide a 24-hour hotline that also allows for telephone ordering of pet food and staff delivery to their home.
Increase the research and innovation of pet food. In recent years, the rapid development of the pet market and the further increase in pet owners' requirements for pet food, this has required Royal Canin to address not only pet food staples, but also to develop pet snacks, pet medicines, pet health products, and pet grooming services, which are essential pet products. Zhang et al. (2022) through a PEST analysis, concluded that the future pet industry is expected to grow. However, the development of Royal Canin pet snacks and medicines is not as satisfactory as it could be, as it is still mainly a dog and cat food brand, with weak research and innovation capabilities and marketing strategies. In contrast to Purina, Royal Canin needs to invest heavily in new product development in order to stimulate a new product revolution that will lead to another sales windfall and increase sales.
Focus on user experience and eco-friendliness. The impact of the new epidemic on people's lives is likely to change the habits of consumers (Chang, 2020). In order to maintain customer stickiness and increase target customers, Royal Canin could distribute questionnaires to truly understand customers' needs and suggestions for pet food, so that product iterations would be targeted, and in return, vouchers can be issued to survey users for online purchases and product discounts. In terms of environmental protection, a sustainability label could be placed on the packaging of pet products to guide consumers to be more environmentally conscious when using pet products and to reduce the environmental impact of energy consumption by optimising production facilities and reducing waste.
[bookmark: _Toc132402803]The wider implications of the strategy for different areas of the organisation
Product development. Royal Canin can improve the quality of its products and increase the range of pet food products by developing new products and improving existing ones, thereby attracting more consumers and stimulating sales. This will affect the company's marketing, manufacturing, product design and other areas.
Marketing. Royal Canin can increase product awareness and sales by updating its marketing strategies, such as advertising, promotional campaigns, live banding, etc. This will affect the company's market research, advertising production, and sales management.
Manufacturing. Royal Canin can reduce costs and improve product quality by increasing external cooperation, increasing production efficiency and improving production processes. This will affect the company's production planning, production processes, and quality management.
Supply chain management. Royal Canin can improve supply efficiency and reduce costs by improving supply chain management, such as optimising procurement, logistics and warehousing. This will affect the company's procurement management, logistics management, and warehousing management.
Human resource management. Royal Canin can improve employee satisfaction and productivity by improving employee benefits and training. This will affect the company's human resource planning, employee training, and performance management.
[bookmark: _Toc132402804]Practical suggestions for increasing sales
Due to its early entry into the Chinese market, Royal Canin still holds a large market share and market presence, but due to industry developments and technological innovations in recent years, competitors have continued to enter and impact the pet food industry, and market sales are relatively unpromising.
Focus more on sales through online channels. Regular promotions of pet food on online platforms such as Tiktok and Taobao Live Streaming Room, more for the sake of customers, take a series of concessionary activities to ensure the authenticity and affordability of the relevant activities for consumers.
Innovative promotional ideas. The rapid development of the Internet period has a certain publicity strategy to attract the attention of customers. For example, publishing product information in pet fashion magazines, categorising pets and holding ‘pet fun games’, ‘pet stage shows’ and ‘pet food advertisements’; looking for pet celebrities or users with a large number of followers to make short videos about Royal Canin pet food.
Specialising in speciality products. Increase investment in prescription pet food and over-the-counter food, functional pet food. One of the measures to have real hard power in the product is to provide detailed functional guidance and instructions on the use of prescription pet food. Guide consumers to buy with certain questions and purposes, and help customers make the right product selection to highlight Royal Canin's hard power and professionalism.
Increase customer stickiness and focus on user experience. Any company should not become a cold sales factory, corporate culture needs to have a temperature. Humbly accept the needs and suggestions made by customers in the opinion column and live chat box on the official website, and make appropriate rectifications. Some constructive comments and suggestions are taken in the form of small gifts for pets back to customers so that they can feel that they are valued and thus enhance their emotions and brand loyalty to the brand.
[bookmark: _Toc132402805]Conclusion
With the transformation of China's economic structure, the pet industry is booming and pets are needed by people of all ages and have an indispensable role to play. At this stage of the pet market, pet food occupies the largest share and there is great potential and opportunity for the pet food industry in the future. Through analysis of the pet market and pet food industry, this report takes Royal Cabin Pet Foods' sales difficulties in the context of the epidemic era as an unexpected event, through Porter's Five Forces Analysis, PEST and SWOT analysis, compares peer Purina Pet Foods, summarises the differences between the two companies, identifies four strategic options for Royal Pet Foods under the epidemic crisis, as well as the wider implications of the strategies for product development, marketing, manufacturing, supply chain management and human resource management, and finally, four feasible recommendations for Royal Canin in terms of increasing sales.
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