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Putting the consumer in the driver’s seat is key to Michael 
Berry’s vision of providing affordable health care. Berry is 
the chief executive officer of Boise-based American Health 
Value, a health savings account administrator. HSAs became 
an option in health care coverage in approximately 2003 and, 
since that time, have steadily grown in popularity with 
individuals and businesses. 
 
Berry said when such accounts were first offered, the concept 
met with some resistance from insurance companies and 
others, but, for him, “it sounded like the future of health 
care.” In fact, according to Berry, now some 14 million 
people have HSAs and many major health care insurance 
providers offer them. 
 
Advantages include: they’re simple and easy to use; there are 
great tax benefits; and any money placed in an HSA can be 
carried over from year to year. They are generally used for 
out-of-pocket expenses for minor health issues; insurance 
“kicks in” in the event of a catastrophic health event. 
 
HSAs also allow business owners to provide health benefits to 
employees at a more affordable cost than traditional insurance 
policies. “HSAs cost employers less money in premiums,” 
said Berry.  
 
Stanley W. Dean, of Stanley W. Dean Insurance & Financial 
Services in McCall, said, “The employer realizes significant 
savings due to lower fixed costs of the health insurance plan.”
 
“The two components of the plans are premium and account 
funding,” Dean said. “Separating them allows the employer to 
evaluate and review them independently on an annual basis.”
 
Also, rather than pay all of the insurance dollars to the 
insurance company, the employer can deliver some of those 
dollars directly to the employee by funding all or a portion of 
the account, according to Dean. “It allows the employer to 



provide incentives to the employee to become involved in the 
process since each employee has ‘skin in the game.’” 
 
Individuals can use funds in an HSA at their discretion, for 
vision, dental or medical costs – but obviously are not able to 
use the money to pay for such things as their next vacation. 
 
HSAs typically include a higher deductible than other 
policies. “That is where the idea of control may play into the 
equation,” said Dave Self, president and chief operating 
officer of health plan provider Primary Health Inc. in Boise. 
“When you receive health care services, you make a choice as 
to whether to simply pay the claim out of your own pocket or 
from the funds in your HSA.” 
 
Money in the HSA can be used without having to wait for the 
deductible to be satisfied, according to Dean, and unused 
balances can be rolled forward from year to year. “This 
softens the perceived negative impression that the deductible 
is a bad thing,” said Dean.  
 
Health savings accounts originally appealed mostly to  higher 
net worth individuals, and employer groups offering them 
included law firms and physician practices. “Early adopters,” 
said Self, “were professionals.” 
 
Now, even people of moderate means are opting to 
participate, largely drawn by the freedom of choice, tax 
benefits and carry-over savings aspect. Also, people who 
participate in HSAs have been largely free of ongoing health 
problems. “If given a choice, many folks with chronic health 
issues have not opted for HSAs in the past as they would have 
depleted the funds at a rate faster than annual contributions 
are allowed,” Self said. 
 
But there can be advantages to an HSA for people in less-
than-perfect health, including the fact money in an HSA is not 
limited to pre-existing condition provisions common in 
insurance policies, and, as stated, the money can be used 
without having to wait for the deductible to be satisfied. 
 
Some of the disadvantages to an HSA may include the 
perception by participants that they are bearing more of the 
cost for their health plan; and, as a federally regulated 
instrument, there are specific rules about fund usage. 
“Withdrawing funds for non-qualified expenses is possible, 
but the penalties are not trivial,” said Self. 
 
In the past, most employers, whether large or small, could 



 afford to provide a defined package of benefits, according to 
Self. With the continued increase in the cost of health care 
services, many are trying to move toward a defined 
contribution model. 
 
“[The employer is] essentially saying, “Here is what I can 
afford; spend it wisely,” said Self. 
 
Berry’s company, American Health Value, also encourages 
wise choices by the consumer in its motto, “It’s your right to 
choose. Choose wisely.” 
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