
 
 

They believe today’s economic system is 

heading for collapse 
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Gustaf Skarsgård and Fatima Osman Abdalla are two of the founders of the newly created 
initiative The Real Economy, which aims to regulate global corporations and return power to 
local economies. Photo: Hampus Lundin 
 

As the world’s crises pile up, a movement is growing stronger: one that 

points to the need to fundamentally remake our current economic system 

before it is too late. 

“We have missed what matters most,” says actor Gustaf Skarsgård. 

The war against Iran and the closure of the Strait of Hormuz sent shockwaves through the 

global economy and led to what the International Energy Agency, IEA, described as “the 

largest supply disruption in the history of the global oil market.” Before the announcement 

that the strait had, at least temporarily, reopened to traffic, oil prices had surged by 60 percent, 

stock markets had fallen sharply and air traffic had come close to fuel shortages. 



 

 

 

The cracks in our economic system are becoming increasingly difficult to ignore: growing 

inequality, rapidly rising living costs, ecological crisis and declining trust in institutions. But 

instead of thinking anew, we continue to patch, repair and keep the system on life support, 

says Tove Blomgren, creative director at Sally, EY Doberman’s future lab. 

“We have a system that essentially forces our hand into making short-term decisions. A 

system in which people cheat and dope themselves with fossil energy and chemicals, and in 

which a circular economy is not possible because it does not grow exponentially, which is 

what the entire logic is built on,” says Tove Blomgren. 

 
Tove Blomgren, creative director at Sally, EY Doberman’s future lab, argues that today’s system 
forces us to think in the short term. Photo: Press 

The demand for constant economic growth also means continued dependence on fossil 

fuels, despite the growth of renewable alternatives. According to the IEA forecast from 

November last year, demand for oil and gas may continue to increase all the way to 2050, a 

shift from previous expectations of a rapid transition to renewables. 

It is not evil or lack of knowledge that is driving us in the wrong direction, says Erik 

Fernholm, speaker with a background in cognitive neuroscience and happiness research, and 

one of the co-creators of Inner Development Goals, a framework that defines the capacities 

needed to reach the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 

“We know a great deal about what promotes a flourishing life and society. But we are stuck 

in habitual stories about individualism and excessive consumption, even though they no 

longer help us. Today we act as if increased speed can compensate for the wrong direction. 

But that is impossible. If instead we accept the fact that we have created the problems we now 



face, then we need to reassess the system’s incentives – sustainable growth or recycling is not 

enough aboard the Titanic,” he says. 

 

 

Despite Sweden being among the 20 countries in the world with the highest GDP per 

capita, the sense of meaninglessness is growing. From 6 percent in 2003 to 24 percent in 

2023, according to a report from the analysis company Kairos Future. Around 40 percent of 

the population agree either with the statement that life is meaningless or that they are 

dissatisfied with their lives, according to the same report. 

- It is hard to miss that the economic system is falling apart, given everything happening 

around us: people separated from society, from one another and from nature; people losing 

their jobs and struggling with their mental health,” says actor Gustaf Skarsgård, who together 

with lawyer Fatima Osman Abdalla and environmental activist Helena Norberg-Hodge is 

behind the newly created initiative The Real Economy. 

“We have missed what matters most,” he says. 

 

 

 

 

We are stuck in habitual stories about 
individualism and excessive consumption, 
says Erik Fernholm, speaker with a 
background in cognitive neuroscience and 
happiness research. Photo: Linus Sundahl-
Djerf 



 
 
The Real Economy, with Gustaf Skarsgård and Fatima Osman Abdalla at the forefront, wants to 
reconnect the economy to what actually sustains us: the earth, nature and human 
relationships. Photo: Hampus Lundin 

The Real Economy wants to reconnect the economy to what actually sustains us: the earth, 

nature and human relationships. It aims to make visible how today’s financial system hides its 

consequences for people and ecosystems behind global value chains and abstract numbers. 

Fatima Osman Abdalla points to a common clause in free-trade agreements known as ISDS, 

Investor-State Dispute Settlement, which gives corporations the right to sue states. 

“It is a clear example of how the current free-trade system deregulates and subsidizes large 

global corporations at the expense of local communities, smaller businesses and democracy. 

The ISDS clause must be removed, and free trade needs to be regulated so that decisions 

about land, money and resources are once again in the hands of the people affected, not 

distant large corporations. We need to strengthen local and national businesses instead of 

subsidizing multinational corporations,” she says. 

 



 

According to a new report from the philanthropic fund Partners for a New Economy, 

initiatives are bubbling up everywhere. Today there are no fewer than 735 organizations in 

Europe alone working in various ways to transform the economy so that it serves both people 

and planet. 

“A group of foundations funding environmental projects saw that even though the projects 

they funded produced results, the climate as a whole kept getting worse. So they began 

looking for root causes and realized that it was about how the economic system works. Then 

they decided to try to change it,” says Jo Swinson, former UK government minister and now 

director of Partners for a New Economy. 

It may seem like an insurmountable task, but economic systems have changed before, Jo 

Swinson points out. 

“We want to create an economy that serves people and nature, not the other way around,” 

she says. 

 

Dougald Hine, a Swedish-British 
writer, has been reflecting for 
decades on how the economic shift 
might happen: “That the world as we 
know it is ending does not mean the 
world is ending,” he says.  
Photo: Ingrid Rieser 

Jo Swinson, former leader of the 
Liberal Democrats and former 
business minister in the United 
Kingdom, wants to create an 
economy that serves people and 
nature, not the other way around. 
Photo: Press 
 



The shift will not happen in a neat and orderly way, but rather through improvisation, in 

response to larger and smaller crises that shake the foundations of the economic system we 

have today, believes Dougald Hine, the Swedish-British writer who has been thinking about 

this question for more than two decades. 

In his book At Work in the Ruins, he points to four activities that will be important in the 

shift. The first concerns the things we truly want to carry with us into the new, such as 

progress in reducing child mortality. The second concerns carrying stories of what is being 

lost, but which may become seeds later on. The third concerns things that were never as good 

as they were claimed to be — things that create dependency and loneliness, and that we now 

have the chance to leave behind. And the fourth concerns taking up old threads that were 

dropped earlier, but that may be truly useful in difficult times. 

“That the world as we know it is ending does not mean the world is ending,” says Dougald 

Hine. 

 

 
Some of the initiatives that want to change the system: 

Beyond GDP – The UN’s Beyond GDP initiative aims to complement GDP with 
measures that better capture human wellbeing, social justice and environmental 
sustainability. 

Dear Economy – An interactive future experience where the collapse of the current 
economic system is felt in the body, and where participants gain an understanding 
of the importance of making the right decisions today. Created by Sally, EY 
Doberman’s future lab. 

Fund Your Mother – A Swedish film collective that uses creative communication 
and new narratives to redirect flows of money in society toward a more sustainable 
world. 

Lodsten – Founded by Erik Fernholm and Moa Hartwig, Lodsten guides leaders in 
understanding the root causes of our unsustainable systems and navigating the 
transition between the old and the new. 

Partners for a New Economy – An international philanthropic fund that finances 
projects aiming for an economy that serves people and nature. Founded in 2015. 

The Real Economy – A newly formed initiative created by lawyer Fatima Osman 
Abdalla, environmental activist Helena Norberg-Hodge and actor Gustaf Skarsgård, 
aiming to regulate global corporations and return power to local economies. 

The Doughnut Economy – A model aiming to ensure that everyone’s basic needs 
are met without overshooting the planet’s ecological boundaries. Instead of 
focusing on constant GDP growth, it emphasizes balance, wellbeing and long-term 
sustainability. 

Wellbeing Economies – Works to develop and spread knowledge about the 
necessity of changing our economic system in order to create a sustainable 
economy focused on wellbeing within planetary boundaries. Scotland, Iceland, 
New Zealand, Wales, Finland and Canada are active partners. 
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