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Introduction

AmerisourceBergen—now known as Cencora—stands as one of the most pivotal pillars
in the global healthcare industry, shaping the movement of pharmaceuticals from
manufacturers to patients in ways both visible and invisible. This book aims to unravel
the intricate tapestry of a company whose origins reach back more than a century,
through mergers, technological revolutions, shifting healthcare landscapes, and an
unwavering commitment to optimizing the healthcare supply chain. As the world of
medicine has transformed, so too has this remarkable organization, evolving from a
regional distributor into an international logistics and consulting powerhouse.

The story begins in the late 19th century, rooted in entrepreneurial determination and
visionary leadership. Through decades of innovation, consolidation, and resilient
growth, AmerisourceBergen emerged in 2001 from the union of AmeriSource Health
and Bergen Brunswig. Its stakeholders—leaders and frontline workers alike—have
harnessed technology and scale to make life-saving treatments available where and
when they are needed. The 2023 rebranding to Cencora is but the latest chapter in its
ongoing quest to deliver on the promise of healthier futures for people and animals
around the globe.

Yet, the story of AmerisourceBergen is not merely a tale of financial might and
operational excellence. It is a reflection of the tensions and responsibilities inherent in
being a gatekeeper to crucial medical supplies and therapies. The company’s central
role in the medication supply chain—serving nearly every U.S. hospital, supporting a
vast network of pharmacies, clinics, and healthcare providers on multiple
continents—has brought both acclaim and scrutiny. Alongside its accomplishments,
AmerisourceBergen has had to navigate the complexities of regulatory compliance,
legal challenges, and the profound social implications of pharmaceutical
distribution—most notably in its involvement in the opioid crisis, a sobering reminder
of the weight such power carries.

This portrait examines not only how AmerisourceBergen built its empire but the many
faces of the company: its leadership legacy, including visionary founders and modern
executives; its business model and relentless pursuit of operational efficacy; its
strategic expansions into specialty services, global markets, and technology-driven
solutions. Through a careful study of market dynamics and competition, readers will
understand how AmerisourceBergen responded to the ever-shifting contours of the
healthcare industry while continually redefining its role in the supply chain.

Additionally, the book will assess AmerisourceBergen’s engagement with global
challenges—investments in sustainability, fostering diversity and inclusion, and the
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creation of initiatives like the Cencora Impact Foundation. The company’s pandemic
response highlighted its agility and sense of responsibility, reinforcing its motto of
uniting to create healthier futures. By exploring the company’s journey, controversies,
and aspirations, we also gain insight into the delicate balance between profitability,
ethical stewardship, and innovation required of today’s industry leaders.

By rendering a comprehensive portrait of AmerisourceBergen, we set out to not only
chart its past and present, but to envision its ongoing evolution as Cencora: a
company that sits at the crossroads of science, logistics, policy, and social impact. In
the chapters that follow, readers will discover a detailed examination of the
milestones, challenges, and opportunities that have come to define this healthcare
giant—an exploration that speaks as much to the future of medicine as to the
enduring spirit of enterprise.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins: From Brunswig Drug to
AmeriSource Health

The sprawling enterprise known today as Cencora, and for two decades as
AmerisourceBergen, did not appear overnight. Its story is a tapestry woven from the
threads of multiple predecessor companies, each with its own history stretching back
through decades and even into the 19th century. To understand the foundation upon
which this healthcare giant was built, we must look back to these roots, tracing the
separate paths of the two major entities that would eventually converge: AmeriSource
Health Corporation and Bergen Brunswig Corporation. Their independent journeys,
marked by growth, innovation, and adaptation, set the stage for the transformative
merger that would redefine the landscape of pharmaceutical distribution.

One significant thread in this historical fabric begins with Lucien Napoleon Brunswig.
Born in France, Brunswig immigrated to the United States in the late 19th century. His
journey into the world of pharmaceuticals began in 1871 when he took up an
apprenticeship with a druggist in Fort Worth, Texas. This hands-on experience in the
nascent American drug trade provided him with invaluable insight into the mechanics
of the industry, laying the groundwork for his future endeavors. The late 1800s were a
time of rapid expansion across the United States, and opportunities abounded for
those with vision and entrepreneurial spirit.

Brunswig’s apprenticeship proved fruitful, and he soon ventured out on his own. He
founded his own drug company, initially involved in various aspects of the trade.
However, recognizing the growing demand and the logistical challenges faced by
druggists across the expanding nation, Brunswig made a strategic pivot. By 1907, his
enterprise, known as The Brunswig Drug Company, had narrowed its focus exclusively
to wholesale drug distribution. This specialization allowed the company to dedicate its
resources and expertise to the complex task of moving medicines from manufacturers
to pharmacies, a critical role in the healthcare system then and now.

The early 20th century saw The Brunswig Drug Company navigate a period of
significant change, including two World Wars, economic booms and busts, and
evolving healthcare practices. Through it all, the company demonstrated resilience
and a commitment to serving its growing network of customers. As the
pharmaceutical manufacturing industry grew and new medications were developed,
the role of the wholesaler became ever more vital, requiring efficient systems to
manage inventory and distribution across increasingly large geographic areas.

Innovation was not just a buzzword but a necessity for survival and growth in the
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competitive wholesale market. The companies that succeeded were those willing to
embrace new technologies and methodologies to improve efficiency. The lineage
leading to Bergen Brunswig was notably forward-thinking in this regard. As early as
1947, long before computers became commonplace in most businesses, one of these
predecessor companies pioneered the use of computerized punch cards for inventory
tracking. This might seem rudimentary by today’s standards, but in the mid-20th
century, it was a significant leap forward, allowing for more accurate inventory
management and reducing the potential for errors and stockouts.

This early adoption of data management technology was a sign of things to come. The
drive for efficiency continued, leading to further advancements in logistics and
communication. In 1971, another significant technological milestone was reached
when the company pioneered the electronic transmission of purchase orders. This
move was revolutionary at the time. Instead of relying on mail, phone calls, or manual
processes, pharmacies could send orders electronically, dramatically reducing the
time it took for wholesalers to receive and process requests. This innovation directly
contributed to faster distribution times, cutting the cycle down to a remarkable 24
hours for many orders, a speed that was previously unimaginable.

These technological leaps were not isolated incidents but part of a continuous effort by
the companies that would form Bergen Brunswig to streamline operations and provide
better service to their customers. The investment in punch cards and then electronic
ordering systems highlights a persistent focus on leveraging technology to gain a
competitive edge and improve the reliability of the supply chain. In an industry where
delays can have serious consequences for patient health, efficiency was paramount.

As the 20th century progressed, The Brunswig Drug Company, through a series of
mergers and acquisitions of its own, evolved into Bergen Brunswig Corporation. This
transformation reflected the consolidation trend occurring across many industries,
including pharmaceutical distribution. Larger companies could leverage economies of
scale, invest more heavily in technology, and build more extensive distribution
networks. By the latter part of the century, Bergen Brunswig was a well-established
and significant player in the U.S. drug wholesale market, serving a wide range of
healthcare providers.

Simultaneously, another major force was growing and consolidating in the
pharmaceutical distribution sector: AmeriSource Health Corporation. While the specific
historical lineage of AmeriSource Health's earliest roots might be less detailed in the
historical record compared to the Brunswig narrative, it too was formed through the
combination of various regional drug wholesale companies over time. These
companies had their own histories, dating back many decades, building customer
relationships and distribution capabilities in different parts of the country.

AmeriSource Health Corporation also demonstrated a commitment to technological
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innovation. In 1994, it introduced its own advanced electronic ordering system
specifically designed for retail pharmacies. This system further empowered
independent and chain pharmacies, allowing them to place orders quickly and
efficiently, directly integrating with AmeriSource's inventory and logistics systems.
This mirrored and built upon the earlier electronic ordering pioneers, becoming a
standard necessity in the modern wholesale landscape.

By the late 1990s, both Bergen Brunswig and AmeriSource Health were operating as
major, sophisticated pharmaceutical distributors across the United States. They served
hospitals, independent and chain pharmacies, clinics, and other healthcare providers,
managing complex logistics involving millions of prescription drugs and healthcare
products. They had built extensive networks of warehouses and transportation
systems, capable of reaching customers nationwide, often multiple times a day.

The business of drug wholesaling is inherently complex, involving strict regulatory
requirements, managing vast inventories of high-value and often temperature-
sensitive products, and ensuring accurate and timely delivery. Both Bergen Brunswig
and AmeriSource Health had developed robust operational capabilities, honing their
skills in forecasting demand, managing relationships with manufacturers, and
optimizing delivery routes. They were not merely transporters of goods; they were
critical intermediaries facilitating the entire pharmaceutical supply chain.

Each company had cultivated its own culture, customer base, and strategic focus.
Bergen Brunswig, with its long history stretching back to Lucien Napoleon Brunswig,
brought a legacy of pioneering technology and extensive market reach. AmeriSource
Health, consolidated from various predecessors, had established itself as a strong
competitor, also focused on efficiency and customer service, exemplified by its 1994
electronic ordering system. They were two formidable entities in a market
characterized by consolidation and increasing scale.

The competitive landscape in the late 20th century was dominated by a few large
players, and both Bergen Brunswig and AmeriSource Health were firmly positioned
among them. The intense competition drove continuous efforts to improve service
levels, lower costs, and offer value-added services beyond simple distribution.
Pharmacies and hospitals relied heavily on their wholesalers for everything from daily
drug deliveries to inventory management support and purchasing insights.

As the new millennium approached, the pressures of the market, the need for greater
scale to negotiate with increasingly large manufacturers and healthcare systems, and
the potential synergies between their operations began to suggest a path forward
through combination. Both companies understood the dynamics of the market and the
benefits that could arise from merging their strengths, capabilities, and historical
legacies. They had evolved independently, each building substantial businesses with
deep roots in the history of American drug distribution.
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The stage was thus set. Bergen Brunswig and AmeriSource Health, two companies
that had grown and adapted over decades, each carrying the torch of efficiency and
service from their 19th and early 20th-century origins, found themselves operating in
a market environment where unity presented compelling advantages. Their parallel
paths, marked by historical growth, technological adoption like punch cards and
electronic ordering, and the development of sophisticated distribution networks, were
converging towards a shared future. This union would not just be a combination of
assets, but a fusion of histories and expertise, creating a new entity poised to navigate
the complexities of the 21st-century healthcare supply chain.
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