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› aluMni sPotligHt

RobERT F. SPENcER, MD ’80 
oN PALLIATIvE cARE
Robert F. Spencer, MD ’80, who is a member and former 
co-clerk of Concord, New Hampshire, Friends Meeting, 
is a practicing physician with board certifications in 
anesthesiology, pain management, hospice, and palliative 
medicine. Rob graduated Yale University School of Medicine 
in 1990 and completed his residency and fellowship at the 
Medical Center Hospital of Vermont. In addition to his busy 
medical practice, Rob leads workshops, speaks at conferences, 
and facilitates group discussions on death and dying.

Gov. Maggie Hassan of New Hampshire recently appointed 
Rob to the newly created Commission to Study Palliative Care. 
The group held its first meeting in September to begin its 
state-wide study of the current level of awareness, access, and 
options concerning this type of end-of-life care. 

For the Alumni Spotlight, Rob answered questions about his 
field, his growing interest, and the challenges he faces. 

What is palliative care?
Palliative care is an interdisciplinary approach to the relief 
of suffering from pain or other physical symptoms as well 
as emotional and spiritual distress associated with illness 
or injury. Unlike Hospice, palliative care is not limited to 
end-of-life but can be applied from birth to death. Ideally, it 
can remove barriers that interfere with our living as fully as 
possible for whatever time we have.

How did you get interested in this kind of work?
As a student at Sidwell, I visited with residents at the 
Washington Home next door. I think these early experiences 
started me on this path. In college, I took a leave of absence 
between my junior and senior years to work as a nursing 
assistant at the Connecticut Hospice. This led to a career in 
medicine. At the time, Hospice and Palliative Care was not 
a recognized field, so I specialized in pain management but 
have since become board certified in Hospice and Palliative 
Medicine as well.

What is your greatest challenge?
The greatest challenge I see is overcoming our society’s fear 
of talking about end-of-life issues early enough to prepare 
effectively. Too often, the topic is still taboo. If more young 
people would visit with elderly residents of nursing homes 
or hospices, like I did at Sidwell, perhaps our culture would 
change over time

Rob Spencer leads workshops for adults on “Mindful Mortality” 
as a tool for re-framing the issue in a positive way. For more 
information, read about his upcoming program (February 2014) 
at Woolman Hill, a Quaker retreat center run by the New England 
Yearly Meeting (woolmanhill.org), or contact him directly 
(RFSpencer@alumni.sidwell.edu). 




