
 
May 3, 2018  
A letter from Rye Young: 
 
Over the last ten years at Third Wave Fund, I’ve learned that movement history is made by 
those who were rejected by funders. Third Wave was founded in 1996 because mainstream 
foundations were not supporting crucial feminist work led by youth, women of color, queer, and 
trans folks. The very communities whose economic exploitation created the wealth that formed 
foundations’ endowments were (and still are) told that they don’t have the experience or the 
institutional strength to deserve grant funding.  
 
Since our founding, we’ve invested in the leadership of communities that philanthropy has 
historically left behind. Over the past 5 years, I have worked as Executive Director of Third 
Wave to build a community of activist donors and funding partners committed to transforming 
how power and resources are distributed. This community brought us from the brink of closure 
in 2014, to where we are today, disbursing a record amount of funds to grassroots efforts -- 
many that had never before received a grant for their important work.  
 
When I first entered Third Wave as a 22 year-old intern, I barely knew what a foundation was. I 
expected the type of nonprofits my peers experienced -- beautiful values on paper that masked 
rigid hierarchies and glass ceilings. Instead, I found an organization that invested in my growth. 
Right away, I joined board meetings, got a professional development stipend, and ran a national 
abortion fund. I was not only trusted to do the work, but was also encouraged to shape it. For 
instance, I realized our abortion fund referred to all callers as women without knowing their 
gender identities, and was able to change our language, making our 2010 Abortion Fund report 
the first publication to address abortion in gender neutral terms.  
 
I fell deeply in love with Third Wave, but it was also the year of the Great Recession. The two 
largest grants we received before the crash enabled me to be hired as staff but neither were 
renewed. With no endowment to provide stability, we found ourselves in our own recession. 
Large funders who claimed they no longer needed us as a bridge to funding grassroots 



movements still lacked a plan to resource small and emerging organizations. During those 
years, I witnessed some of the most visionary groups close their doors, and I worried that Third 
Wave would share the same fate. 
 
Faced with the threat of closure In 2013, our stakeholders decided to take a chance on our own 
resilience. I became the Executive Director of Third Wave, which was retooled as a fiscally 
sponsored project at Proteus Fund. We started with no grants, no major gifts, and only three 
monthly sustainers, but what we lacked financially, we made up for with belief in our mission 
and trust we had earned from grantees. Over time, we built a network of donor activists who 
shared our values and gave at whatever levels they could. 
 
The values-alignment of our donors allows us to make grants in radically new ways. We formed 
activist-led grantmaking panels, provided rapid response as well as six-year grants, stopped 
requiring a 501(c)(3) status, offered general operating support, and started taking applications 
over the phone and in Spanish to make accessibility the cornerstone of our grantmaking. 
 
I am grateful to our community for what we have been able to accomplish together over the 
past five years: we grew our budget from $83,000 to $1.75 million and grew our staff from one 
to five. I am perhaps most proud that, from our four day work-week to our funding of healing 
justice, we don’t pit success against our own wellness. Success is all of us thriving. 
 
Since becoming Director, I have planned to step aside once Third Wave was thriving, to make 
way for new leadership. I believe Third Wave works best when young people most impacted by 
our issues can lead and change the work, because the philanthropic sector that will get us free 
is the one that doesn’t yet exist. As I prepare to leave this role by the end of the year, I have the 
utmost faith in our transition team, staff, and board to select and support a visionary Director 
or Co-Directors to lead Third Wave, and I trust in the commitment of our donors, and the 
persistence of our founding vision for a philanthropic sector that is just and feminist as fuck. 
 
Sincerely,  
Rye Young 
Outgoing Executive Director 


