
anne’s* words are seared into 
Denise Bryant-Lukosius’ mem-
ory: “I can’t watch her suffer any-
more.” The distraught woman 
was referring to her 19-year-old 
daughter, Laura,* a patient at St. 
Joseph’s Healthcare in Hamilton 
when Bryant-Lukosius worked 
there almost 30 years ago. The 
young girl had been diagnosed 
with a rare type of non-Hodgkin 
lymphoma and was not respond-
ing to chemotherapy. Anne was 
distressed, and unsure of her 
daughter’s prognosis. 

A hematology oncology nurse 
at the time, Bryant-Lukosius 
had three years of nursing 
under her belt. She was begin-
ning to understand how RNs 
can help to turn difficult situa-
tions into positive – even life-
transforming – moments. 

Leading Anne out of the hos-
pital and into the bright sun-
shine, Bryant-Lukosius sat down 
on the curb with the worried 
mother and held her hand. “I 
think we’re going to make it 
through this. Have faith,” she 
told her. She provided the same 
kind of one-on-one support to 
Laura, whose health began to 
improve after the first two dif-
ficult weeks of treatment. Laura 
is now in her early 50s and can-
cer-free. Over the years, she has 
shared her story at conferences, 
and Bryant-Lukosius is grateful 
that others have heard directly 
from a patient just how impor-
tant strong nursing care can be. 

As a teenager, Bryant-Luko-
sius spent time as a patient in 
hospital. She noticed nurses can 
“forget they’re the one single 

person who can change the 
whole experience – and perhaps 
even the health outcomes – of 
patients.” She always knew she 
wanted to be a nurse, and says 
her early exposure to nurses’ 
lack of confidence reinforced her 
desire to become a leader in the 
field who could help colleagues 
comprehend their pivotal role. 

Bryant-Lukosius believes the 
key to helping nurses see their 
impact is ensuring they receive 
the same support they often pro-
vide to patients.

Reflecting on her experi-
ence with Anne and Laura, 
Bryant-Lukosius, now an asso-
ciate professor for McMaster 
University’s school of nursing 
and department of oncology, 
knows she made a difference. 
She admits that was thanks to 
support she received from col-
leagues. “I’ve been able to do 
what I do because I’ve had lots 
of support from colleagues 
along the way,” she says. She 

counts Esther Green, provincial 
head of nursing and psychoso-
cial oncology with Cancer Care 
Ontario, and a former RNAO 
board member, as one of her 
mentors. Green was the assis-
tant director of nursing at St. 
Joseph’s when Bryant-Lukosius 
was a new graduate. She took 
an interest in the young nurse’s 

career, and one day stopped 
her in the hallway, asking: ‘So 
Denise, when are you going 
to get your master’s?’ It was a 
moment Bryant-Lukosius says 
changed her career. “I might not 
be where I am today,” she says, 
acknowledging the prod from 
Green really helped to boost 
her confidence in her capabili-
ties, and resulted in a master’s 
degree from D’youville College 
in 1993. “Everyone needs some-
one in their corner.”  

After nine years at St. Joseph’s 
in various positions – staff 
nurse in the intensive care and 
respiratory units, and nurse  

educator – Bryant-Lukosius 
moved to Hamilton Health  
Sciences (HHS) as a clinical 
nurse specialist in hematology/
oncology. Her involvement with 
McMaster – where she would 
later obtain her PhD – began 
shortly after arriving at HHS, 
and continues today. 

In addition to teaching at the 
university, Bryant-Lukosius has 
a cross-appointment as a nurse 
clinician scientist at Hamilton’s 
Juravinski Cancer Centre, where 
she’s director of the Canadian 
Centre of Excellence in Oncol-
ogy Advanced Practice Nursing 
(OAPN). A signature initiative of 
OAPN – and a program that is 
very close to this nurse leader’s 
heart – is the Ontario Oncology 
Nursing e-Mentorship Program. 
Bryant-Lukosius leads this pro-
gram that, since its inception in 
2007, has seen over 200 men-
tors and mentees in oncology 
working together to boost their 
knowledge and skills. “We can’t 
expect nurses to consistently 
deliver (high-quality care) if we 
don’t provide them with the 
support to do (so),” she explains. 
“It’s a tough, demanding job.” 

Bryant-Lukosius is passionate 
about helping nurses to develop 
greater confidence. When she 
hears nurses talking about how 
the program changed their prac-
tice, “…it’s very inspiring,” she 
says. “you just see the…poten-
tial for nursing to make such an 
important difference in the lives 
of patients and families.” RN

melissa di costanzo is staff 
writer at rnao

RN becomes leader to inspire others 
hamiltoN Nurse always kNew a leaDershiP PositioN woulD allow her to helP colleagues see their iNflueNce.

RN PROFILE By Melissa Di Costanzo

Three things 
you don’t know 
about Denise 
Bryant-lukosius: 
1.  she enjoys scotch – in  

particular, 21-year-old 

single malt scotch. 

2.  her cousin, tyler bozak, 

plays for the toronto  

maple leafs. 

3.  her favourite place is  

“as far north as possible,”  

sitting in a boat in the middle 

of a lake catching fish. 
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