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Introduction
Cardinal Health Inc. stands today as one of the most influential healthcare services
companies in the world, but its journey to the top has been anything but conventional.
Founded in 1971 in Columbus, Ohio, as Cardinal Foods, the company began with a
focus far removed from the pharmaceutical giants of today. This book traces the
extraordinary evolution of Cardinal Health, revealing how a regional food wholesaler
transformed itself into a global healthcare powerhouse, impacting the lives of millions
across the globe.

From its earliest days, Cardinal Health has been defined by its willingness to adapt,
innovate, and pursue strategic opportunities—even when that meant a dramatic
departure from its founding business. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the company
made a bold pivot from food distribution to the burgeoning field of pharmaceuticals,
setting in motion a period of rapid expansion and a series of shrewd acquisitions that
would define its corporate DNA. Each chapter of Cardinal Health’s history reveals not
just business transformation, but a deepening involvement in the fabric of American
healthcare.

Through aggressive growth, calculated risk-taking, and a keen understanding of the
industry’s shifting landscape, Cardinal Health built not only a broad portfolio of
products and services but also a reputation for reliability and partnership. Its reach
now extends to over 100,000 locations globally, serving an estimated 90% of United
States hospitals and partnering with thousands of manufacturers and healthcare
providers. The company’s ability to adapt to new challenges—from evolving
healthcare policy and technological change to supply chain disruptions—has been
central to its ongoing success.

However, the path to prominence has not been without hardship or controversy.
Cardinal Health has faced legal battles, notably related to the opioid crisis, regulatory
challenges surrounding product recalls, and moments of internal difficulty surrounding
major acquisitions and integration efforts. Yet, the company has also demonstrated a
commitment to addressing its shortcomings, improving its corporate governance, and
investing further in corporate responsibility and environmental sustainability.

Today, Cardinal Health is at a crossroads of opportunity and complexity. With tens of
billions in revenue, ongoing innovation in fields like nuclear medicine and home
healthcare solutions, and ambitious sustainability goals, it is poised for further growth
and transformation. At the same time, it must navigate an increasingly competitive
marketplace, heightened regulatory scrutiny, and the moral imperatives of its central
role in public health.
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This book, "Cardinal Health Inc.: The Story of An American Company," aims to provide
a comprehensive account of Cardinal Health’s remarkable journey. We will explore the
decisive moments, the individuals and leadership philosophies that shaped the
company, its product and service innovations, market strategies, and the challenges
and controversies it has confronted. Ultimately, we seek to understand not only the
organizational narrative of Cardinal Health, but its ongoing influence on the American
healthcare system—and what the future may hold for this iconic company.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Cardinal Foods:
1971–1979
The year is 1971. The world stage was a busy place: the United Kingdom was
transitioning to decimal currency, a significant cultural shift for a nation deeply rooted
in tradition; Bangladesh declared its independence, sparking a brutal war; and Walt
Disney World officially opened its gates in Florida, inviting millions into a fantastical
realm of imagination. In the United States, the Vietnam War raged on, fueling
widespread protests and a deep divide across the nation. Domestically, the landscape
of American commerce was characterized by rapid change and fierce competition,
particularly within the distribution sector. It was against this backdrop of global
upheaval and national evolution that a young entrepreneur named Robert D. Walter
embarked on a journey that would, against all odds, lay the groundwork for a
healthcare titan.

Robert D. Walter, then just 26 years old and fresh from Harvard Business School, was
not aiming to revolutionize healthcare. His initial ambition was far more grounded: to
succeed in the wholesale food distribution business. In April 1971, Walter took a
decisive step, acquiring Monarch Foods, a struggling food wholesaler based in
Columbus, Ohio. This initial investment, totaling $135,000 in cash and the assumption
of $1.3 million in debt, marked the official birth of Cardinal Foods. The choice of
"Cardinal" was a nod to Ohio's state bird and the mascot of Walter's high school, a
touch of local pride in a venture that would one day achieve global reach.

Walter's vision for Cardinal Foods was straightforward: transform an "also-ran" grocery
distributor into a formidable regional force. The early 1970s were a challenging time
for smaller players in the food distribution industry. The sector was undergoing
significant consolidation, and larger, more established incumbents loomed large,
making it difficult for new or smaller companies to compete effectively. Walter quickly
realized that for Cardinal Foods to truly flourish, it needed to be more than just
another regional player in a crowded market. He understood that the food business,
while stable, offered limited avenues for the kind of exponential growth he envisioned.

Despite the competitive pressures, Walter dedicated the better part of a decade to
building Cardinal Foods into a recognizable name within Ohio's food distribution
landscape. The company focused on distributing food and consumer products to a
network of small retailers across the Midwest. This period was not without its trials.
Walter's attempts to diversify, including a foray into the supermarket chain business,
met with mixed success. Furthermore, a salmonella outbreak posed an unexpected
challenge, highlighting the inherent risks and complexities of the food industry.
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By the late 1970s, it became increasingly clear to Walter that while Cardinal Foods had
established itself as a regional distributor, its long-term growth potential in the food
sector was constrained. The industry continued to consolidate, squeezing smaller firms
and limiting opportunities for significant expansion. It was around this time that Walter
began to perceive a burgeoning opportunity in an entirely different sector:
pharmaceuticals. The healthcare industry was on the cusp of a significant boom,
driven by advancements in medicine and an increasing demand for efficient
distribution networks. This realization would prove to be the pivotal moment in the
company's trajectory, leading to a strategic reorientation that would redefine its very
identity.

In 1979, after nearly a decade spent building Cardinal Foods, Robert Walter made a
bold and prescient move. The company acquired the Bailey Drug Company, a smaller
drug distributor located in Zanesville, Ohio, for $4.4 million. This acquisition was not
merely an expansion; it was a fundamental pivot, marking Cardinal's decisive entry
into pharmaceutical wholesaling. It was a strategic decision that recognized the
immense potential within the booming pharmaceutical trade, a market far more
dynamic and less consolidated than the food industry.

With the acquisition of Bailey Drug Company, the focus of Walter's enterprise shifted
entirely towards healthcare. While the official name change to Cardinal Health would
not occur for a few more years, the spirit of "Cardinal Health" was effectively born in
1979. This shift from food to pharmaceuticals was a testament to Walter's foresight
and his willingness to adapt the company's core business in response to market
dynamics and emerging opportunities. It laid the foundation for the aggressive
acquisition strategy that would characterize the company in the decades to come and
set it on a path to becoming one of the largest distributors of healthcare products in
the United States.
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