
	

Best	of	the	WWEST,	Episode	48:	Monika	Stachura,	PhD,	Research	Scientist,	TRIUMF	
	
Intro:	This	is	the	Best	of	the	WWEST:	Inspiring	women	with	real	stories.	Hosted	by	Westcoast	Women	
in	Engineering,	Science	and	Technology.		
	
DANNIELE	LIVENGOOD:	Hello	and	welcome	to	the	Best	of	the	WWEST.	I’m	your	host,	Danniele,	and	
today	we're	speaking	with	Dr.	Monika	Stachura,	who	is	a	research	scientist	in	the	Life	Science	Division	
at	TRIUMF.	Dr.	Stachura	has	2	masters	of	science	degrees,	one	in	biophysics	from	the	University	of	
Copenhagen	Denmark,	and	the	second	in	physics	from	the	AGH	University	of	Science	and	Technology	
in	Krakow,	Poland.	She	also	obtained	2	PhD	degrees	from	the	University	of	Copenhagen,	in	
bioinorganic	chemistry	and	in	biophysics.	From	2012	to	2015,	she	was	permanently	placed	at	the	
European	Organization	of	Nuclear	Research,	also	known	as	CERN,	in	Geneva,	Switzerland,	where	she	
was	working	with	nuclear	probes	applied	to	biology,	chemistry,	and	medicine.	In	2015,	she	moved	to	









	

[Both	laugh]	
	
MONIKA:	So,	I	finished	actually	both	of	them,	and	then	it	came	the	time	where	you	have	to	decide	what	
you	want	to	do,	and	I	knew	from	the	very	beginning,	I	wanted	to	do	research,	I	want	to	be	a	researcher,	
so	I	decided	to	pursue	a	PhD	degree,	and	again,	the	same	problems.	What	to	choose,	you	know?	
[Laughs]	
	



	

earlier	times	was	when	I	was	in	high	school	and	my	teacher,	my	physics	teacher	at	that	time,	he	told	
me	that	cars	and	physics	are	not	for	women.	
	
[Danniele	laughs]	
	
MONIKA:	And	that's,	like...[Laughs]	
	
DANNIELE:	Wow!	
	
MONIKA:	And	I	was,	like...I	was	so,	you	know,	motivated	and,	like,	"I'll	prove	you	wrong."	[Laughs]	
	
DANNIELE:	Yeah!	
	
MONIKA:	So,	that	wasn't	really	good	moment,	but	again,	it's	just	your	approach,	it's	what	you	really	
think,	and	if	you	have	a	good	support	system,	and	at	home	your	friends,	your	peers,	moments	like	that	
at	the	end	of	the	day	don't	really	matter	very	much.	
	
DANNIELE:	Mm-hm.	Mm-hm.		Yeah,	having	good	support	networks	always	makes	a	difference.	Okay,	
let's	shift	to	something	a	little	more	positive	here.	Now,	I	know	this	is	going	to	be	a	hard	one,	but	tell	
me	your	favourite	thing	about	your	field.	
	
MONIKA:	That	is	a	tough	question,	Danniele.	
	
[Both	laugh]	
	
DANNIELE:	I	know.		
	
MONIKA:	Like,	all	of	it.	All	of	the	components	of	what	I'm	doing	are	sort	of	my	favourite,	but	if	I	would	
have	to	choose	one,	I	would	say	the	freedom	of	learning	new	things	and	being	able	to	investigate	new	
things.	So,	I'm,	as	you	mentioned,	I	would	really	like	to	understand	the	role	of	certain	metal	ions	in	
health	and	in	disease,	and	especially	in,	like,	the	role	of	copper	in	Alzheimer's	disease,	or	lithium	in	
bipolar	disorder,	and	especially	with	copper,	it's	a	very	difficult	thing	to	do.	You	know,	copper	is	sort	of	
invisible	if	you	really	want	to	study	it,	so	they	are	trying	to	find	another	chemical	element	which	has	
very	similar	chemical	properties	to	copper,	and	they	use	it	as	a	surrogate	metal	ion,	but	that	might	
happen	that	this	won't	give	you	the	right	answer,	right?	So,	I	would	love	to	be	able	to	allow	studies	that	
actually	help	you	to	investigate	in	the	most	direct	way.	So,	for	this	reason,	I	actually	started	doing	a	bit	
more	engineering	during	my	studies,	because	I	just	designed	a	new	instrument.	I	remember,	I	was	
struggling	with,	as	I	mentioned,	that	one	protein	because	I	just	couldn't	measure	what	I	wanted	to	
measure,	so	I	took	another	approach	and	just,	like,	if	I	can't	push	the	system,	I'll	push	the	technology.	
So,	I	ended	up	spending	half	of	my	PhD	trying	to	redesign	or	maybe	trying	to	find	a	new	variation	of	
nuclear	magnetic	resonance,	spectroscopy,	because	this	is	probably	the	method	of	choice	for	many	
chemists,	biologists,	nowadays.	It's	extremely	powerful,	it's	just	one	technique	which	can	g



	

power	of	pushing	research	from	so	many	different	angles,	to	try	to	get	to	where	you	want	to	be.	So,	
that	would	be	probably	my	favourite	aspect.	



	

to	Alzheimer's	disease,	and	it's	hard	to	believe,	but	the	first	patient	has	been	diagnosed	with	
Alzheimer's	disease	in	1901,	and	since	then,	we	have	made	effectively	no	progress	in	treating	it.	We	
have	no	idea	how	to	stop	that	disease,	how	to	slow	it	down,	nothing,	and	this	is	what	I	hope,	like,	with	
different	approach,	with	going	from	the	bottom	to	this	very,	very	basic	level,	we'll	be	able	to	
understand	soon,	and	this	is	where	copper	ions	are	coming	into	play,	because	all	patients	diagnosed	
with	Alzheimer's,	they	have	somehow	a	clear	distribution	of	that	particular	metal	ion	in	their	brain,	
and	the	question	is,	is	it	the	cause,	or	is	the	result?	We	have	no	idea.	And	one	reason	for	that	is	because	
we	cannot	study	copper	directly,	we	cannot	really	use	conventional	approaches	in	research	right	now	
to	be	able	to	answer	those	very	basic	questions,	right?	So,	I	hope	that	thanks	to	the	technology	that	we	
have	developed	and	we	are	mastering	right	now	at	TRIUMF,	and	TRIUMF	is	becoming	a	world	leader	
in	that	particular	field,	is	to	allow	people,	especially	chemists	or	doctors,	or	nuclear	medicine	
researchers,	to	be	able	to	study	the	thing	they	want	to	study	in	the	most	direct	way.		
	
DANNIELE:	Yeah.	
	
MONIKA:	So,	maybe	down	the	road,	we'll	contribute	to	solving	that	puzzle.	
	
DANNIELE:	Awesome,	yeah,	that's	a	great	hope	for	the	future.	Speaking	of	hopes	for	the	future,	where	
do	you	see	your	career	heading	in	the	next	5-10	years?		
	
MONIKA:	I	would	love	to	see	myself	growing	as	a	researcher.	I	love	learning	new	things,	I'm	just	so	
curious	about	everything.	[Laughs.]	I	would	like	to	learn,	I	would	like	to	gain	in-depth	knowledge	in	
certain	fields,	and	also,	like,	have	the	possibility	of	having	many	different	experiences	in	other	fields	
than	what	I	am	doing	right	now.	That	is	just	amazing,	it	just,	like,	helps	you	so	much	in	your	every	day	
work.	Then	students.	I	love	working	with	students.	I	mean,	their	approaches	are	sometimes	so	
unconventional.	
	
DANNIELE:	Yeah!	
	
MONIKA:	



	

MONIKA:	But,	yeah,	so	this	program	is	amazing.	It	gives	graduate	students	so	many	different	
opportunities.	How	we	run	it	is	we	have	students	from	6	different	departments	at	UBC,	like	chemistry,	
radiology,	pharmaceutical	sciences,	material	sciences,	like	physics,	you	name	it,	and	they	all	come	
together	and	they	are	asked	to	do	a	big	interdisciplinary	research,	so	they	often	have	2	supervisors	
from	2	entirely	different	fields,	and	during	their	study,	they	have	the	opportunity	to	go	to	Germany	and	
stay	there	for	up	to	6	months	and	work	on	their	research	project	there.	And	by	that,	they	can	really	
learn	a	lot	of	new	skills,	like	how	to	work	in	an	international	team,	how	to	work	and,	like,	be	on	your	
own	outside	of	your	country	and,	like,	just	living	in	another	country	-	I	loved	that,	that	was	the	best	
part	of	my	studies,	just	traveling.	I	think	it's	amazing.	It's	an	amazing	opportunity.	On	top	of	that,	they	



	

spend	your	time	with	your	children,	with	your	kids.	So,	that	pushes	you	out,	you	go	play	football,	you	
go,	I	don't	know,	swimming,	you	go	even,	like,	for	a	walk	with	them.	So,	that	would	define	work/life	
balance	for	me	right	now.	
	
DANNIELE:	Nice.	What	do	you	do	to	handle	stress?	
	
MONIKA:	I	do	have	a	great	support	system.	So,	I	have	many	friends,	many	peers	at	work,	I	think	this	is	
really	important,	because	then	you	can	just	steam	off,	you	can	talk	to	them,	people	from	outside	your	
work,	they'll	give	you	different	opinions	on	things	than	people	at	your	work.	People	at	your	work,	they	
would	understand	those	everyday	struggles.	So,	thanks	to	that,	I	have	managed	to	overcome	a	lot	of	
stressful	situations,	by	just	getting	feedback	from	all	of	those	people.	I	think	it's	really	important	to	
have	a	really	strong	support	system.	
	
DANNIELE:	Yeah,	absolutely.	Alright,	so,	around	all	of	that,	work/life	balance,	and	getting	help	from	
your	support	network,	in	the	spare	time	you	have	around	all	those	things,	what	do	you	like	to	do	with	
it?	
	
MONIKA:	My	biggest	passion	is	horse	riding.		
	
DANNIELE:	Ooh.	
	
MONIKA:	But	I	also	love	sailing	and	offroad	driving	and	just	recently	I	have	discovered	skateboarding,	



	



	

	
[Both	laugh]	
	
DANNIELE:	If	you	were	a	new	addition	to	the	crayon	box,	what	colour	would	you	be?		
	
MONIKA:	I	have	no	idea.	I	was	thinking	about	this	question	and	was,	like...Again,	I'm	undecided.	I	
would	like	to	be	them	all.	



	

	
MONIKA:	I	would	say	create	a	good	network,	and	be	open	minded.	Those	are,	in	my	opinion,	two	very	
important	things.	Through	your	network,	you	have	no	idea	what	can	happen	down	the	road,	and	
through	your	connections,	you	can	actually	achieve	so	much.	I	remember	my	supervisor	told	me	one	
day,	in	the	days	when	I	was	in	grad	school,	that	you	are	as	good	as	your	network	is,	and	at	that	time	I	
had	no	idea	what	he	was	trying	to	tell	me,	but	now	I	think	I	really	do,	because	you	create	contacts	and	
those	people	you	cross	paths	constantly	with	those	people.	Through	even	discussions	with	them,	or	
through,	like,	reaching	out	and	giving	advice	on	something,	or	working	together	in	a	collaboration,	you	
can	end	up	in	a	place	you	would	think	you'd	never	be,	and,	like,	TRIUMF	is	the	best	example	of	that.	
And	if	it	comes	to	being	open	minded,	I	would	say,	if	you	don't	like	doing	something,	just	have	the	
courage	of	changing	what	you	are	doing,	because	you	might	end	up	doing	something	way	better.	And	it	
doesn't	really	matter,	leaving	research,	it's	really	not	a	failure	as	many	people	tend	to	think.	You	can	be	
equally	successful	and	equally	happy	and	maybe	even	more	in	industry	and	still	do	what	you	love	


