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Introduction

Cardinal Health is a major healthcare distribution and services company whose role is often less
visible to patients than the hospitals, pharmacies, and manufacturers it connects. The company
distributes pharmaceuticals and specialty products, manufactures and distributes medical and
laboratory supplies, supports home-health delivery, operates nuclear pharmacies and related
manufacturing facilities, and provides logistics, data, and practice-support services. This position
makes Cardinal Health an intermediary within the healthcare supply chain rather than simply a
manufacturer of branded products. Its performance depends on accurately purchasing, storing,
tracing, transporting, and delivering products across a network in which delay or error can affect
clinical care. Cardinal Health reported fiscal 2026 revenue of approximately $254.2 billion, including
$234.8 billion from Pharmaceutical and Specialty Solutions, $12.7 billion from Global Medical Products
and Distribution, and $6.8 billion from its three smaller operating segments grouped as Other
(Cardinal Health, 2026a). The scale of these revenues reflects the enormous volume and value of
pharmaceutical distribution and should not be confused with an equally large profit margin.

History and Healthcare Distribution Model

Cardinal Health began in 1971 when Robert D. Walter acquired a grocery wholesaler and developed
the business that became Cardinal Foods. Around 1980, the company entered pharmaceutical
distribution through the acquisition of Bailey Drug Company and gradually shifted away from food
distribution. It later expanded through acquisitions and internal development into medical products,
specialty distribution, nuclear pharmacy, home delivery, logistics, and healthcare services. The
company is headquartered in Dublin, Ohio. This history is important because it explains the
capabilities at the center of the modern business: high-volume inventory management, warehousing,
procurement, transportation, and dependable delivery (Cardinal Health, 2021).

Healthcare distribution creates value by aggregating products from many manufacturers and making
them available through a smaller number of ordering, payment, and delivery relationships.
Pharmacies and hospitals need medicines and supplies frequently, but carrying excessive inventory
ties up capital and increases expiration risk. A distributor can provide scale, forecasting, storage,
ordering technology, regulatory infrastructure, and frequent delivery. The model is operationally
demanding because pharmaceuticals may be expensive, controlled, temperature-sensitive, time-
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sensitive, or subject to detailed traceability requirements. Wholesale drug distributors must also be
appropriately licensed and meet federal Drug Supply Chain Security Act obligations applicable to
authorized trading partners (U.S. Food and Drug Administration [FDA], 2026). Cardinal Health
therefore competes not only on price but on reliability, compliance, information accuracy, and the
ability to keep complex care settings supplied.

Pharmaceutical and Specialty Solutions

Pharmaceutical and Specialty Solutions is Cardinal Health's largest business by revenue. It distributes
branded, generic, specialty, and over-the-counter products to pharmacies, hospitals, health systems,
physician offices, community health centers, and other providers. Distribution includes much more
than physical delivery. Customers depend on ordering systems, product availability, traceability,
pricing administration, inventory information, chargeback processing, and secure handling. A
community pharmacy that cannot obtain a necessary drug may be unable to fill a prescription, while a
hospital shortage can force clinicians to substitute products or change treatment plans. The
distributor’s operational accuracy therefore has a direct connection with continuity of care.

Specialty pharmaceuticals create additional complexity because they are often high-cost products
used for serious or chronic diseases and may require refrigeration, careful inventory control, payer
authorization, reimbursement support, or provider education. Cardinal Health also supports specialty
physician practices through distribution and management services. These relationships can help
practices handle purchasing, analytics, reimbursement, and administrative complexity while clinicians
focus on patient care. The value of such support depends on whether services reduce administrative
burden without compromising clinical independence or creating excessive dependence on one
commercial partner.

Medical Products, Nuclear Services, Home Care,
and Logistics

Global Medical Products and Distribution manufactures, sources, and distributes medical, surgical,
and laboratory products used throughout healthcare. These include items such as gloves, syringes,
sharps-disposal products, compression products, wound-care supplies, surgical gowns and drapes,
incontinence products, nutritional-delivery products, electrodes, and other routine clinical materials.
Such products may appear less technologically dramatic than a new medicine or imaging system, yet
a shortage of basic supplies can interrupt procedures, increase infection-control risk, and force
clinicians to change normal workflows. Supply resilience therefore depends on diversified sourcing,
inventory planning, quality control, product substitution procedures, and reliable distribution centers.

Cardinal Health’s smaller operating segments add specialized capabilities. Nuclear and Precision
Health Solutions operates nuclear pharmacies and manufacturing facilities that support
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radiopharmaceuticals used in diagnostic imaging and selected therapies. These products can have
short half-lives and demanding handling requirements, making timing, radiation safety, and
regulatory compliance critical. At-Home Solutions supplies medical products directly to patients
managing chronic conditions outside traditional facilities, while OptiFreight Logistics helps healthcare
organizations manage freight, shipping data, and transportation costs. These businesses illustrate
how the healthcare supply chain increasingly extends from large institutions into outpatient and home
settings. Cardinal Health reported continued growth across these three businesses in fiscal 2026,
reflecting the strategic importance of specialized logistics and direct-to-patient care (Cardinal Health,
2026a).

Technology, Traceability, and Operational Risk

The company'’s scale creates both strength and exposure. Automated distribution centers, data
systems, purchasing relationships, and a broad customer base can lower transaction costs and
improve product availability, but a failure in a large network can affect many organizations at once.
Cybersecurity incidents, software outages, transportation disruption, labor shortages, product recalls,
counterfeit or diverted medicines, supplier concentration, drug shortages, and severe weather can all
interrupt service. Pharmaceutical distribution also requires compliance with federal and state
licensing and traceability rules. The FDA's Drug Supply Chain Security Act framework requires
authorized trading partners and establishes standards intended to improve identification and tracing
of prescription drugs through the supply chain (FDA, 2026).

Customer concentration is another strategic issue. Large pharmacy chains, health systems, and other
major customers generate substantial volume but can create negotiating power and financial
dependence. Contract changes can materially affect revenue, working capital, and operating patterns
even when the underlying distribution network remains strong. High revenue therefore does not
eliminate vulnerability. Cardinal Health must manage margins carefully, invest in logistics and
automation, maintain regulatory compliance, protect data, and preserve contingency capacity while
continuing to serve customers whose own reimbursement and purchasing pressures are intense.

Current Performance and Strategic Direction

Fiscal 2026 illustrates the company’s current scale and business mix. Cardinal Health reported total
revenue of $254.2 billion, up 14 percent from fiscal 2025. Pharmaceutical and Specialty Solutions
generated $234.8 billion, while Global Medical Products and Distribution generated $12.7 billion and
the three smaller operating segments grouped as Other generated $6.8 billion. The company also
reported $5.2 billion in operating cash flow for the year. Revenue growth was accompanied by profit
growth across all five operating segments, although the company’s results also included the effect of
tariff-related items in the medical-products business (Cardinal Health, 2026a). These figures show
why financial interpretation should distinguish revenue from operating profit and recognize the
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different economics of pharmaceutical distribution, medical-product manufacturing, home-health
services, nuclear pharmacy, and freight management.

Recent investment also reflects a strategy of expanding specialty and home-care capabilities while
modernizing distribution. The company announced additional home-care acquisitions in 2026 and
continued developing automated distribution capacity. Such investments can strengthen growth and
resilience, but integration creates its own risks involving systems, employees, customers, compliance,
and capital allocation. Strategic success therefore depends on whether acquisitions and technology
improve service reliability and financial returns rather than merely increasing organizational size.

Conclusion

Cardinal Health is best understood as healthcare supply-chain infrastructure. Its Pharmaceutical and
Specialty Solutions business moves medicines through pharmacies, hospitals, health systems, and
physician practices; Global Medical Products and Distribution supplies essential clinical and laboratory
products; and its nuclear, home-health, and logistics businesses extend support into specialized and
direct-to-patient settings. The company’s large scale provides purchasing power, technology
investment, distribution capacity, and data, but also creates exposure to regulation, cybersecurity,
customer concentration, product quality, shortages, and operational disruption. Fiscal 2026 revenue
of approximately $254.2 billion demonstrates the size of the network, yet the real strategic value lies
in dependable movement rather than revenue alone. In healthcare distribution, operational accuracy
is not merely an efficiency measure. It can determine whether medicines and supplies are available
when patients and clinicians need them.
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