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Apex and Carex Join Forces in Response to the Graying of the Population 

By Martin Sikora.  January 2003.
Every time pharmaceutical companies launch a major new drug to fight a disease of the aging, that's a boost for Apex-Carex Healthcare Products.  Each step that favors a public policy of home care for senior citizens over institutional confinement helps Apex-Carex.  And as major retailers revamp supply and merchandising programs to serve the growing ranks of the elderly, Apex-Carex is in a unique position to benefit. 
The company took shape in December under the auspices of KCA Partners Ltd. as a combination of two long-established firms with strong franchises in different but compatible parts of the business that delivers products enabling seniors to care for themselves or to be treated by family and friends. 
One constituent, Apex Medical Corp., a portfolio company of KCA's private equity arm, KCAEP LLC, is a 25-year manufacturer of a wide range of "medical compliance" products, which include pill planners and splitters, medicine droppers, medical identification jewelry, and compresses.  Its new partner, Carex, which prior to its acquisition by Apex was a unit of consumer goods giant Newell Rubbermaid Inc., manufactures mobility aid and bath safety products, such as benches for bathtubs, grab bars, walkers, and canes.  The deal was brought to Apex by Rubbermaid executive Joseph Ramos, who believed that Carex no longer fit the parent's core, and wound up as CEO of the combined company. 
"It's really remarkable," says Sedge Dienst, a Principal and founder of KCA. "Both companies serve the needs of the senior self-care environment, but they don't have any overlap." 
Catering wares to mass marketers 

Dienst says that Apex and Carex each hold the No.2 position in their respective sub-segments of the loosely defined and highly fragmented home health care marketplace. That's an important ingredient of the mass the company needs to press its strategy of selling through large drugstore chains, mass merchandisers, and major medical equipment dealers. 

As with many other product lines, big-scale retailers handling self-care items are trying to reduce the number of firms they buy from and obtain a diversity of offerings from the suppliers that make the cut. 
"A company may be doing one thing and doing it well," Dienst says. "But to serve the needs of a Cardinal or a McKesson or a Wal-Mart or a Walgreens, you've got to be able to work on the merchandising end with a bigger presence."  The manufacturer selling into these channels must be aware that the retailers and wholesalers are looking at distribution for all of their stores across the country.  "It's a long way to go for a one-product company even if you are already established with them," Dienst adds. 
Both ends of Apex-Carex are growing, Dienst says, although the Apex side is expanding at the fastest rate in response to medication breakthroughs.  "On the medication compliance side, growth is fueled by prescriptions per capita, which have been growing at a double-digit rate," he says.  He notes, for example, that the market for cholesterol inhibitors has surged from 15 million a few years ago to 40 million at present while new drugs to fight hypertension also have increasing acceptance.  "All of the things that people take for chronic ailments create a need for medical compliance products." 
With mobility aid products, the pace is "not torrid but it shows consistent growth in line with people that have a need for these products," Dienst adds.  Additionally, the aim of keeping people out of hospitals and homes is a "trend that we're tapping into." 
Add-on deals in the mix
Now firmly planted in the two sub-segments, Apex-Carex has big plans to widen its offerings through both internal product development and acquisitions in the fragmented field where limited-line companies face pressures in reaching key merchandising outlets. 
Add-on acquisitions, Dienst notes, can help fill gaps where Apex-Carex has little or no penetration.  He sees opportunities to add hot and cold therapy products, supports, braces, aids for diabetics, and medical jewelry. 
Apex-Carex is eschewing higher-priced, durable equipment, a sector already dominated by major players such as Invacare Corp. and Sunrise Medical Inc.
