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Consumer-directed health plans 
(CDHP) combine a high-deductible 
health plan with a tax-advantaged 
account, such as a health 
reimbursement arrangement 
(HRA), that enrollees can use to 
pay for health care expenses. In an 
effort to restrain cost growth, 
several employers, including the 
federal government through its 
Office of Personnel Management 
(OPM), have offered HRAs for 
several years.  
 
For enrollees in HRAs compared 
with those in traditional plans such 
as preferred provider organization 
(PPO) plans, GAO assessed  
(1) differences in health status, and 
(2) changes in spending and 
utilization of health care services. 
GAO analyzed data from two large 
employers—one public and one 
private—that introduced an HRA 
option in 2003. GAO compared 
changes in health spending and 
utilization before and after 2003 for 
enrollees who switched from a 
PPO into an HRA (the HRA group) 
with those who stayed in a PPO 
(the PPO group). At the time GAO 
made its data requests to each 
employer, 2007 data from the 
public employer and 2005 data 
from the private employer were the 
most current and complete data 
available. GAO also reviewed 
published studies that included an 
assessment of the health status, 
spending, or utilization of HRA and 
other CDHP enrollees compared 
with traditional plan enrollees. 
Results are not generalizable 
beyond the enrollees, health plans, 
and employers GAO reviewed and 
also cannot be compared between 
the public and private employers.   

On average, enrollees in the HRA groups of both employers GAO reviewed 
spent less and generally used fewer health care services before they switched 
into the HRA in 2003 than those who remained in the PPO, suggesting that the 
HRA groups were healthier. Average annual spending per enrollee for the 
public employer’s HRA group was $1,505 lower than the PPO group for the 
2-year period prior to switching. (Spending for the public employer was based 
on analysis of both medical and pharmacy claims.) Likewise, the private 
employer’s HRA group spent $566 less per enrollee for the 2-year period prior 
to switching than the PPO group (we were not able to examine pharmacy 
claims for the private employer). Similarly, of the 21 studies GAO reviewed 
that assessed the health status of HRA and other CDHP enrollees, 18 found 
they were healthier than traditional plan enrollees based on utilization of 
health care services, self-reported health status, or the prevalence of certain 
diseases or disease indicators. Other demographic differences may also 
explain spending and utilization differences including that policyholders in the 
HRA group were younger than those in the PPO group. 
 
Spending and utilization for enrollees in HRAs generally increased by a 
smaller amount or decreased compared with those in traditional plans that 
GAO reviewed.  
• Public employer. From the 2-year period before switching—2001 to 

2002—to the 5-year period after switching—2003 to 2007—average annual 
spending for the HRA group increased by $478 per enrollee compared 
with $879 for the PPO group. This smaller increase for the HRA group was 
partially driven by decreases in spending for prescription drugs. 
Additionally, average annual utilization of services per enrollee increased 
by a smaller amount or decreased for the HRA group compared with the 
PPO group for six out of eight services GAO reviewed.  

• Private employer. From the 2-year period before switching—2001 to 
2002—to the 3-year period after switching—2003 to 2005—average annual 
spending for the HRA group increased by $152 per enrollee compared 
with $206 for the PPO group. This smaller increase for the HRA group was 
partially driven by smaller increases in spending for physician office visits 
and decreases in spending for emergency room services. Additionally, 
average annual utilization of services per enrollee increased by a smaller 
amount or decreased for the HRA group compared with the PPO group for 
four out of seven services GAO reviewed.  
  

Similarly, GAO’s review of published studies found that seven out of eight 
students that examined spending and controlled for differences in health 
status or other characteristics reported lower spending among HRAs and 
other CDHP enrollees relative to traditional plans.   
 

OPM did not provide comments on the draft report. Representatives of the 
two employers whose health plans GAO reviewed did not comment on the 
draft report. 

View GAO-10-616 or key components. 
For more information, contact John Dicken at 
(202) 512-7114 or dickenj@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-10-616
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-10-616


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting true
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName (U.S. Web Coated \(SWOP\) v2)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


