
STORIES OF HOPE 

Ho Luong Tran, a refugee 
who became a national health 
advocate, has declared war 
on type 2 diabetes. 

“Type 2 diabetes targets 
Asians,” says Tran, president 
and chief executive officer of 
the National Council of Asian 
and Pacific Islander Physi-
cians (NCAPIP). “We see a 
very high prevalence – one 
in every two adults – in our 
community. We still don’t 
know why, so we need more 
research to find out exactly 
what’s happening.”

As a pediatrician in 1970s 
Vietnam, Tran never saw a child with type 1 diabetes. But 
type 2 – then considered a disease of the rich because 
only those with money had enough food to become over-
weight – was increasing in the developing country. 

Tran’s mother developed type 2 at age 49 and died at 
78 after developing numerous complications. Two of her 
mother’s three siblings also developed type 2 diabetes.  
In 2011, Tran became the third of her mother’s three  
children to develop type 2.

Research has linked being overweight (a body mass  
index, or BMI, of 25 or higher) or obese (a BMI of 30 or 
higher) to higher and higher risks for type 2 diabetes. 
But among Asian Americans, now 4 percent of the U.S. 
population, type 2 develops more often in those with a 
lower BMI. 

“My sister weighs 105 pounds, my brother has not 1 
ounce of fat, and my BMI is 25, but we all have type 2 dia-
betes,” Tran says. “I use my family as an example because 
it is the same for so many families in our community.”

A leading voice for Asian physicians, Tran advocates 
changes to help fellow Asians and Pacific Islanders attain 
the highest possible level of health and well-being. For 
example, Medicare pays for an hour of diabetes education 
only for patients with a BMI over 40.

“We miss the opportunity to be educated,” she says of 
slender Asians still at risk for type 2 diabetes. 

Fleeing Vietnam. In 1978, with the Communist 
regime in control, Tran, her husband, also a physician, and 
their three children left their home in Saigon and joined 75 
people on a 22-foot fishing boat bound for the Philippines. 
They reached their destination seven days later, just hours 
after Tran’s dehydrated 3-year-old son died in her arms.

After seven months in a refugee camp, Tran and her 
family were accepted by the United States. They settled in 
Chicago, and her parents soon joined them. 

A New Calling. By 1985, Tran was a pediatric resident 
and her husband a surgeon with a children’s hospital. 

“I was practicing medicine, but the heart was not there 
anymore,” she recalls. “I wanted to help people have a 
better life. I could see a lot of issues with quality and dis-
parity in the health care for immigrants. People who come 
to this country have no idea what to expect and what is 
expected of them.”

Tran left medicine and went back to college for a  
master’s degree in public health. At the local, state and 
national level, she has helped minorities and immigrants 
overcome educational, cultural and language barriers 
to health care and helped health-care systems adapt to  
underserved populations. 

In 2002, she moved to San Francisco, home to the  
nation’s fourth-largest Asian population, to head the 
Asian & Pacific Islander American Health Forum, a  
national health advocacy organization, and then the 
NCAPIP. Her family still lives in Chicago, so she flies home 
once a month for up to a week. 

Through her mother’s struggles with type 2 diabetes, 
Tran learned that health information must be culturally 
appropriate – tailored to provide the nutritional content of 
a bowl of rice and Asian ingredients like bok choy for Asian 
patients, for example.   

To push for change on type 2 diabetes, Tran helped 
organize the Asian American, Native Hawaiian and  
Pacific Islander Diabetes Coalition, which includes the 
American Diabetes Association. She also serves as vice 
chair of the Association’s Asian Pacific American Diabetes 
Action Council. 

“I’m trying to help and raise a voice for everyone in the 
Asian community,” she says.   

For information about type 2 diabetes in the Asian Pacific 
community, go to www.diabetes.org/aanhpi.
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