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Health Savings Accounts
Senior information/research specialist Jennifer Lucey, CEBS, answers frequently asked ques-
tions about health savings accounts (HSAs). Blog posts on these benefits and other topics 
can be found at www.ifebp.org/blog. For personalized research on any benefits topic, visit the 
Information Center at www.ifebp.org/infocenter. (These answers do not constitute legal advice. 

Please consult your plan professionals for legal advice.)

What are health savings accounts (HSAs)?
Health savings accounts (HSAs) are health care expense 

accounts for people covered under high-deductible health 
plans (HDHPs), designed to help them save and pay for cer-
tain health care costs tax-free, right away or any time in the 
future. HSAs are intended to empower employees to take 
more responsibility for their own health care decisions/costs. 
Many believe HSAs can be a powerful investment vehicle, 
provided people can afford to contribute and not use that 
money for current health care costs.

Who is eligible for an HSA, and what are the 
contribution limits? 

Employees must have an HDHP to be eligible for an HSA. 
For 2017, an HSA-eligible plan must have a deductible of at 
least $1,300 for individual coverage and $2,600 for families. 
The maximum annual out-of-pocket costs for these plans 
are $6,550 for individuals and $13,100 for families. The HSA 
contribution limits fall in between, at $3,400 for individu-
als and $6,750 for families. Plan sponsors must work within 
these parameters when designing the HDHP and HSA.

What are HSA-eligible expenses?
Employees can make tax-free withdrawals from HSAs for 

qualified medical, dental and vision expenses (deductibles, 
copays and coinsurance) as well as for over-the-counter drugs 
and medical supplies, prescription drugs and some insurance 
premiums (Medicare, COBRA and long-term care).

What are the tax and savings benefits of an HSA?
HSAs offer a “triple tax savings” for account owners.
 1. Contributions are pretax or tax-deductible.
 2. The account balance grows tax-deferred.
 3. Withdrawals for qualified health expenses are tax-free.
Because the money rolls over year to year, employees can 

build up savings for future expenses, including health care 
costs in retirement. Note that while having an HDHP is re-
quired to be eligible to contribute to an HSA, withdrawals 
can be made from an HSA even if the employee is no longer 
covered by an HDHP.

Who owns the HSA?
The employee owns the HSA and controls the account. It’s 

portable from job to job. The owner usually pays the admin-
istrative fees.

In the case of a trust or custodial account, employers must 
work with an IRS-approved HSA trustee who manages the 
account according to IRS rules. Employees can’t simply spec-
ify a personal bank account as their HSA.

Where can I find surveys on HSA design and use?
The following surveys offer an overview.
2016 Employer Health Benefits Survey, Kaiser Family 

Foundation, www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-section 
-eight-high-deductible-health-plans-with-savings-option.

“Health Savings Account Balances, Contributions, Distri-
butions, and Other Vital Statistics, 2015: Estimates from the 
EBRI HSA Database,” Employee Benefit Research Institute, 
www.ebri.org/pdf/briefspdf/EBRI_IB_427.Nov16.HSAs.pdf.

2016 Year-End Devenir HSA Research Report, www 
.devenir.com/research/2016-year-end-devenir-hsa 
-research-report/.
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