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In my early 30s, I started to notice my peripheral vision was off, so I called my eye doctor who asked me 
to come in the following morning. It was then that I was diagnosed with ocular melanoma, a rare form of 
melanoma that affects 6 in a million people. 

What followed was a week of radiation therapy resulting in the loss of vision in my left eye, but I learned that 
I was Stage 1A with less than 2% chance of my disease spreading and I only needed bi-annual liver scans, so I 
returned to my normal life.

My first ultrasound came back clean but after my second scan, I learned I had a dozen suspicious lesions on 
my liver and likely my cancer had metastasized. Soon after, it was confirmed that I had developed stage 4, 
metastatic, incurable ocular melanoma. At the time, there was only one FDA approved drug for my cancer with 
less than 15% survival rate. My best hope was clinical trials. We weren’t thinking of “survival” – we were looking 
for something to prolong my life. 

The next several years would consist of 4 clinical trials with a myriad of side effects, two liver embolizations, 
and several major operations.   

The physical toll settled and the emotional trauma rolled in. Few people truly understood what it was like to 
fight cancer, particularly one that is incurable with a high fatality rate. I was craving connection – just one 
person that would understand. This is when I learned about First Descents.

I joined the First Descents’ Denver community for a night of camping in August 2016. The next day, I climbed 
a 14,000’ mountain with this community. Every participant was so positive and alive. I was witnessing the Out 
Living It mantra firsthand and I felt I belonged to this group of strangers-turned-family. It was such a relief. It 
was on that mountain that I released cancer fighting Katie and all the burdens she was carrying and “Emoji” was 
born.

August 2017, I found myself dipping my toes in the Clark Fork River on a First Descents kayaking program. I was 
in no way prepared for the intense physical and emotional journey I would experience. As we kayaked each day 
and sat by the campfire each evening, there were admissions of our darkest hours and validation for the fears, 
anxieties, anger, and sadness that comes with cancer. There were tears but even more laughter. 

June 2020, my story took a huge turn. After years of tumor stabilization and in the midst of the pandemic, scans 
revealed my tumors had nearly doubled in size. I enrolled in my fourth clinical trial which involved a 21-day stay 
in Pittsburgh that included 7 days of chemo and a 20-minute TIL infusion.

Scans showed that my tumors were shrinking, some were disappearing, but one was growing and it was 
determined by my doctors to operate to remove the remaining tumor. 

On September 17, 2020, I underwent a major operation to remove half my liver. I woke up to hear the words I 
never thought I’d hear, “Your cancer is gone - you have no evidence of disease.” 

Cancer takes away so much, but cancer has also given me so much: deepened relationships, new friends, and 
my FD family. 

Cancer has taught me to say yes. I’ve done more in the past eight years than I might have in my lifetime thanks 
to First Descents. They pushed me to my limit, time and time again. First Descents helped me look to the 
future: worry less about death and more about what’s next; to scale that rock, to make that leap off that cliff, to 
ski that mountain, to kayak that rapid, to take in the mountain views, to share my story. To Out Live It. 

Katie “Emoji” Doble, First Descents Oncology Participant

ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT

ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT

A L U M N I  S P O T L I G H T
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L E T T E R  F R O M  T H E  C E O

four communities we serve: 
Oncology, Multiple Sclerosis, 
Caregivers, and Healthcare 
Workers. It’s been inspiring 
to witness how adventure, 
connection, and shared 
experiences have created 
opportunities to heal during 
these uniquely challenging 
times.
 
First Descents also doubled 
down on its commitment to 
justice, equity, diversity and 
inclusion (JEDI). We operate 
at the confluence of two 
industries with historical 
and significant inequities: 
healthcare advocacy and 
outdoor recreation. By 

expanding and systematizing 
the roles of our internal 
JEDI committee and our 
JEDI Advisory Council, we 
now review all ongoing 
organizational initiatives and 
policies through an equity 
lens that helps to identify 
blindspots and challenge 
our implicit biases. We’ve 
re-evaluated practices and 
policies within the workplace, 
across our partnerships, and 
through the life cycle of our 
program design, recruitment, 
and delivery to put inclusivity 
at the center of our work.

Most importantly, diverse 
representation increased 

As we rang in 2021, the world 
continued to reel from the 
impacts of the global pandemic. 
After launching programming 
for healthcare workers on 
the frontlines of the greatest 
public health crisis of our 
lifetimes in 2020, we refocused 
our energy on safely serving our 
oncology and multiple sclerosis 
(MS) communities. 
 
In an effort to host the safest 
experiences possible, we made 
the decision to provide shorter, 
3-day programs instead 
of our standard week-long 
adventures. As a result, we 
provided 66 programs serving 
583 participants across the 

across our programming 
leading to our most diverse 
program season in FD’s history. 
In 2021, 41% of participants 
self-identified their ethnicity 
as something other than 

“Non-Hispanic White or Euro-
American” representing 
an increase from 32% of 
participants in 2019. While 
we recognize we’re taking 
early steps on a much longer 
journey, we are dedicated 
to building and maintaining 
a culture of inclusion that 
empowers everyone within our 
community.

As we continue to navigate a 
new post-pandemic normal, 

we turn to our greatest 
teachers and strongest 
ambassadors as our north star: 
our community. These past 
few years have reminded us 
of the power and resilience 
of those we serve, and the 
constant undertow of the Out 
Living It spirit. Please join me 
in celebrating the courageous 
members of our community 
who inspire us each and every 
day.
 
Thank you for your support of 
our life-giving work. Onward, to 
many more adventures.

Ryan “Wolf” O’Donoghue
First Descents CEO



WHY IT 
WORKS?
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F D  P R O G R A M  O U T C O M E SO B S T A C L E SP R O B L E M

Cancer is the leading 
disease-related cause 
of death in adolescents 
and young adults (AYAs).

MS is the most common 
neuroinflammatory 
disease affecting young 
adults. 

Cancer, MS, and 
all serious health 
conditions present 
unique challenges and 
obstacles to young 
adults.

80,000+ adolescents & young 
adults are diagnosed with cancer 
each year

Minimal peer support

Rare and aggressive  
tumor biology

Lack of participation in clinical 
trials

Disrupts normative milestones of 
adulthood

Higher rate of depression and 
psychosocial distress in young 
adults impacted by MS and 
cancer

L E A R N  M O R E

https://firstdescents.org/our-impact/
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OUR HIGHLIGHTS



PRIORITIESO U R  S T R A T E G I C  P R I O R I T I E S

Build Community

Young adults coping with health conditions 
often experience feelings of isolation and 
alienation. FD will strengthen local adventure 
communities and nurture supportive peer 

relationships that provide ongoing healing.

Prescribe Adventure

Hospitals often lack age-appropriate 
psychosocial survivorship programs for young 
adults. FD will build upon its network of 
healthcare professionals to reach more young 

adults earlier in the treatment process.

Expand Programs

With more than 640,000 young adult cancer 
survivors living in the U.S., First Descents (FD) 
will expand programs to improve survivorship 
and quality of life. Further, FD will explore and 
develop programs for young adults coping 

with other health conditions. 



BUILDING COMMUNITY

COMMUNITYB U I L D I N G  C O M M U N I T Y

In 2021, First Descents continued working to reach those traditionally 
underserved within the young adult oncology and MS communities as 
well as healthcare workers and caregivers. The chart below highlights 
the ethnic background of 1,994 participant inquiries from 2021.

In 2021, First Descents expanded and systematized 
the role of the JEDI Advisory Council to further 
support our commitment to justice, equity, 
diversity and inclusion (JEDI). Our JEDI AC now 
reviews all organizational iniatitives to indentify 
biases, shortcomings and areas for improvement. 
With their support, our language is stronger, our 
policies more equitable, and our commitment more 
action-oriented. At the same time, First Descents 
developed policies and trainings to advance 
our internal JEDI goals, including the following 
milestones:

In 2021, FD expanded our travel scholarship grant 
with a goal of further reducing barriers to attending 
destination-based programs. Travel scholarships are 
available to every participant who applies, with no 
proof of financial need required.

FD completely overhauled its hiring and onboarding 
processes to reduce biases and recruit candidates 
of color. Our new hiring system includes a new 
implicit bias training required for all staff, identical 
interview questions for all candidates, along with 
a scorecard system to evaluate each interview 
without bias, posting position openings on job 
boards dedicated to diverse hirings, and contracting 
an HR consultant and recruiter to reduce workplace 
cultural bias.

In 2021, FD required all staff and board members to 
take part in Camber Outdoors’ “Building Blocks of 
DEI” series, and made additional training available 
to all staff, board, lead staff and contract staff.

 

Prefer Not to 
Disclose

15%

Black, Afro-Caribbean, or 
African American

4.6%
Latino or Hispanic 

American

10%

Non-
Hispanic 
White 
or Euro-
American

62%

Native American 
or Alaskan 
Native

1%

East Asian or East 
Asian American

2%

South Asian or 
South Asian 
American

2%

Multi-
Ethnic

2.4%

Middle Eastern 
or Middle 
Eastern American

.54%

Native Hawaiian 
or Other Pacific 
Islander

.45%



P R E S C R I B E  A D V E N T U R E

PRESCRIBE  
ADVENTURE

First Descents partners with medical centers 
and healthcare organizations nationwide 
to provide opportunities for young adult 
patients, caregivers and providers to 
attend our outdoor programs. Through the 
Prescribe Adventure campaign, FD engages 
healthcare partners and equips them with 
the resources they need to empower young 
adults to connect with their peers through 
community and adventure. Research shows 
that our programming improves psychosocial 
outcomes including body image, self 
compassion and self esteem, as well as 
reduced alienation, depression, and fatigue 
among FD participants.

ADVENTURE



ADVENTUREP R E S C R I B E  A D V E N T U R E

“First Descents isn’t taking people kayaking. FD is allowing them to 
connect with other people who have Multiple Sclerosis and it all happens 
organically. And they aren’t talking about MS and illness, they are talking 
about the adventure they want to do together when they return home. It 
is a powerful community. These types of programs are life changing.”  

In 2021, First Descents continued building integrated partnerships with leading hospitals 
and medical centers, specifically focusing on building partnerships with leading multiple 
sclerosis institutions in order to expand our offerings for the MS community. A few 
highlights include: 

• Established accessible program locations by teaming up with world-class lodging 
partners and outfitters in Santa Cruz, Estes Park and Rogue River which are best 
suited to serve the MS population for years to come.

• Partnered with CanDO MS who were instrumental in supporting program 
recruitment. CanDo MS will continue to enroll MS constituents via newsletters, social 
media, and more.

• FD became an official service provider of the National MS Society. FD is now 
socialized with all young adult constituents who contact the NMSS support line and 
patient navigators are trained to share information about FD programs.

• FD attended and exhibited at both the 2021 Consortium of Multiple Sclerosis Centers 
(CMSC) Annual Meeting and the 2021 CMSC Patient Program, “More About MS”

- Kathy Costello, Vice President of Programs, CanDo MS



OUT LIVING 
IT PROJECTO U T  L I V I N G  I T  P R O J E C T

L E A R N  M O R E

The Out Living It Project (OLIP) is where adventure, creativity, and philanthropy 
collide. Out Living It Project participants can launch their own unique fundraiser 
or join an existing project or race to raise funds and awareness for First 
Descents. 

In 2021, Team FD athletes competed in renowned races including the Leadville 
100 MTB Race, Leadville 100 Run, TransRockies Run, and the NYC Marathon. To 
date, the Out Living It Project Give Back Adventures have raised $6.2M across 
8,374 projects with 27,392 supporters.

When I earned my first finisher’s 
buckle at the Leadville 100 
mountain bike race in 2007, I never 
imagined that I would still be 
doing the race 15 years later. As a 
First Descents Board Member and 
veteran FD Program volunteer, I 
have experienced firsthand the 
impact of adventure and peer 
connection on the lives of young 
adults with cancer and multiple 
sclerosis.  The Out Living It Project 
has given me the platform to raise 
over $1.5Million for FD over these 
15 years. It is extremely gratifying 
for me and my donors to know 
that we have so directly impacted 
the lives of countless participants. 
Though the pandemic paused our 
efforts, it is great to be Out Living 
It again!

OUT LIVING 
IT PROJECT

- Brent Goldstein, First Descents 
Board Member

https://firstdescents.org/out-living-it-project/


Board of Directors
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Chairperson Debbie “Zipper” King Ford
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Michael Gross 
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Staff
Founder Brad “Man Salmon” Ludden 
CEO Ryan “Wolf” O’Donoghue 
Director of Programs Mackenzie “Spudz” McGrath 
Senior Programs Manager Paul “Crash” Kelly
Program Manager Angelina “Katniss” Mangiardi
Program Coordinator Riley “Chum” Schumm
Program Coordinator Kate “Lil Mo” Medici
Program Coordinator Sophie “Bubbles” Ohaus
Director of Advancement Ray “Cheddar Bunny” Shedd 
Senior Marketing Manager Becca “Turtle” Rohrer 
Marketing Coordinator Anna “006” Kenyon 
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Global Experience Developer Willie “Sweet D” Kern

FD SQUAD

FD SQUADF D  S Q U A D



FINANCIALS

FINANCIALSF I N A N C I A L S

In 2021, our generous community generated 
more than $4.63 million representing a 

banner fundraising year.

In recognition of our financial transparency, 
Guidestar awarded FD with its coveted 

platinum ranking.

For full financials, please visit www.firstdescents.org/financials



REVENUE

REVENUER E V E N U E

TOTAL REVENUE

$4,628,574

GRANTS + CONTRIBUTIONS

$3,885,706

IN-KIND CONTRIBUTIONS

$140,161

OTHER

$247,458

For full financials, please visit www.firstdescents.org/financials

SPECIAL EVENTS

$355,249

https://firstdescents.org/documents/


EXPENSES

EXPENSESE X P E N S E S

GENERAL ADMINISTRATION

$234,478

DEVELOPMENT

$535,705

PROGRAMS

$1,714,241

69% of 2021 
expenses were 
allocated to 
programs, providing 
583 unique adventure 
experiences

9%

22%

69%

For full financials, please visit www.firstdescents.org/financials

https://firstdescents.org/documents/
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HERE’S TO ANOTHER YEAR OF 

OUT LIVING IT ADVENTURES


