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With crowds of people teeming
across Orchard Road since
Singapore’s tourism rebound and
lifting of Covid-19 restrictions, the
mighty shopping belt is roaring
back to life. 

Business is so good, landlords
have raised rents by 7.4 per cent
year on year in the last quarter of
2022, at a faster pace than the 6.7
per cent uptick in retail space
rentals in fringe and suburban
areas and at a higher premium
over other centrally located spaces
in Marina Centre, City Hall and
Bugis.

Property firm Frank Knight even
expects Orchard Road to continue
leading the recovery in rents for
the rest of 2023.

THE CINELEISURE GHOST TOWN

But in this thriving ecosystem, an
oddball stands out: Cineleisure
Orchard. It remains firmly
implanted in people’s minds as the
“in” place to be for older
millennials reminiscing about
their adolescence some 20 years
ago spent heading to the cinema
for dates and grabbing dinner at
one of the fast-food outlets there.

Many Singaporeans have moved
on since. The trouble is,
Cineleisure hasn’t. 

For years, people have

complained about slow lifts and
the annoyance of having to walk
the entire level to get to the
escalators. 

The mall’s odd-shaped design,
perhaps intended to spread out
footfall, was less a liability when it
was peppered with fast fashion,
comics and gaming stores
frequented by the same target
demographic group. 

Even the Grange Road open-air
carpark drawing in midnight
moviegoers has vanished, killing
the shopping mall’s key value
proposition of convenience.

But Cineleisure’s decline can be
mainly attributed to its tight
coupling of fortunes with the
cinema industry and its curious
reliance on Cathay Cineplexes as
its anchor tenant to draw crowds,
despite falling numbers of
moviegoers in Singapore since
2017.

While the pandemic fast-tracked
the cinema’s demise, with
attendance dropping precipitously
by 74 per cent, the writing was on
the wall as streaming services like

Netflix and Disney+ made their
aggressive entry into Singapore
homes with competitive pricing
and on-demand movies. Almost
one in three Singapore households
have a video-on-demand
subscription today, with this
number projected to rise to two in
five by 2027.

In short, that old model
employed in the 2000s –
depending solely on a cinema to
attract shoppers – is dead.

ATTRACTING GEN Z SHOPPERS

Cineleisure and Orchard Road
more broadly can arguably do
better to relook how to attract the
Gen Z Singapore shopper, an
important demographic forming
almost 40 per cent of all shoppers
according to a Media Marketing
publication, who will shape the
future of retail as their spending
powers increase with age.

Young Gen Z shoppers in the
United States after all, are said to
be a “saving grace” for malls by
influencing an additional
US$450.5 billion (S$600 billion)
in spending by others, according
to market research firm
eMarketer. 

More than half also say they are
also fond of heading to a shopping
centre where they can spend time
with their friends rather than shop
online. The same might well apply
in Singapore.

This growing segment could be
a draw for Singapore, which had
earmarked half a billion dollars to
kick-start the tourism sector since
2022. Visitors aged 25 to 34 made
up 25 per cent of all inbound
travel to Singapore from February
to July 2022.

CINELEISURE NEEDS
A WINNING CONCEPT

There are scores of examples
where older malls were
successfully demolished and
rebuilt or revamped to attract a
youthful crowd that Cineleisure
can look to for inspiration.

Taking a leaf from CapitaLand’s
Funan, which underwent a $560
million renovation in 2016 to
transform itself into a “phygital”
mall with an omnichannel
experience, Cineleisure likewise
must offer a distinct theme and
unique identifier to stand out from
the crowd.

By building an indoor cycling
path, a climbing wall, green
spaces, as well as a co-living
facility, while continuing to house
many consumer electronics
brands like Xiaomi, DJI, Dyson and
Bose, Funan is able to project
itself as a one-of-a-kind lifestyle
destination for the young, digitally
savvy, sporty and environmentally
conscientious shopper through
thoughtful mall structure and a
deliberate tenant mix.

Cineleisure similarly needs to
carve out its own identity to get
Gen Z back. It must avoid
appearing like another
cookie-cutter shopping centre at
all costs.

One possibility lies in
Cineleisure doubling down as a
must-go destination for movies,
with the mall revamped to
become a cinematic and
entertainment centre. Stores like
Disney, Nintendo and retailers
capitalising on new releases to sell
movie merchandise might draw
crowds. They can exploit the
interest generated by Disney’s

planned release of over 30
blockbusters in 2023, including
the Marvels and the Little
Mermaid, and the roll-out of a
new Minion Land at Universal
Studios Singapore in 2024 to
attract footfall. 

Structurally, it would not hurt
for Cineleisure to set aside an
event venue and
community-centric space where
young people can listen to
buskers, watch special
performances and spend time
with friends. 

Cineleisure also needs a clear
answer to how it intends to meet
the competition from
e-commerce. Sales from this
channel are expected to grow to
US$14 billion in 2027 – up from
US$9 billion in 2022 – according
to a study released by Facebook’s
parent company Meta and
consultancy Bain and Company.

Would it include giving space to
giant e-tailers like Lazada or
Shopee to showcase their products
during the festive season and key
shopping calendar days like
Singles’ Day in the way Raffles
City and Funan have? Perhaps. 

But a critical part of the plan
must also be a social media
strategy, where loyal customers
and casual shoppers can check out
ongoing events and discounts,
which is currently woefully absent
for Cineleisure.

Often overlooked but key to
Cineleisure’s revamp is also
knowing what not to do. For
example, it cannot replicate what
iconic malls like Ion Orchard have
in terms of a broad-based
positioning with luxury brands
like Dior, Louis Vuitton and Harry
Winston above ground to attract a
better-heeled clientele. It should
also ditch the old 1990s playbook
where a department store or a
supermarket is engaged as an
anchor tenant to draw traffic. 

In short, the ambitious
makeover of Cineleisure has the
potential to send a strong signal
on appealing to Gen Z and set a
powerful example for other
struggling malls such as Far East
Plaza, *Scape, and Queensway. 

This is particularly true if the
redevelopment also works on
enhancing all-weather access for
greater synergy with the cluster of
Somerset malls in 313@somerset,
The Centrepoint and Mandarin
Gallery, and the nearby MRT
station. 

Cineleisure should not give up
on attracting Gen Z shoppers.
Short of requiring Cineleisure’s
mall management to include Gen
Zers in their management team
the way Funan did, Cineleisure
will undoubtedly require in-depth
market research on youth
shopping habits and the brands
resonating with them to develop
exciting ideas that appeal to their
sensibilities and the tenant mix
that attracts them. 
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Revamp of Cineleisure
needed to lure youth
back to Orchard Road
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The mall has been in decline for years,
even before Covid-19 hit. It stands out as
efforts to rejuvenate Singapore’s main
shopping belt get under way.

People have
complained
about slow lifts
and the
annoyance of
having to walk
the entire level
to get to the
escalators at
Cineleisure
Orchard.
Cineleisure will
undoubtedly
require in-depth
market research
on youth
shopping habits
and the brands
resonating with
them to develop
exciting ideas,
say the writers.
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TikTok allows video up to 10
minutes, but says surveys show
almost half its users are stressed
by anything longer than a minute.
An Instagram video can be up to
90 seconds, but experts reckon
the ideal time to maximise
engagement is less than 15
seconds. Twitter doubled the
length of tweets in 2017 to 280
characters, but the typical length
is more like 33 characters.

It’s easy to get sucked into short
and sensational content. But if
you are worried this may be
harming your attention span, you
should be. There’s solid evidence
that so many demands on our
attention make us more stressed,
and that the endless social
comparison makes us feel worse
about ourselves.

FOR BETTER MENTAL HEALTH,
READ A BOOK

Studies show a range of
psychological benefits from
book-reading. Reading fiction can
increase your capacity for
empathy, through the process of
seeing the world through a

relatable character. Reading has
been found to reduce stress as
effectively as yoga. It is being
prescribed for depression – a
treatment known as bibliotherapy.

Book-reading is also a strong
marker of curiosity – a quality
prized by employers such as
Google. Our research shows
reading is as strongly associated
with curiosity as interest in
science, and more strongly than
mathematical ability.

And it is not just that curious
minds are more likely to read
because of a thirst for knowledge
and understanding. That happens
too, but our research has
specifically been to investigate
the role of reading in the
development of curious minds.

TRACKING READING
AND CURIOSITY

Our findings come from analysing
data from the Longitudinal
Surveys of Australian Youth,
which tracks the progress of
young Australians from the age of
15 till 25.

Longitudinal surveys provide
valuable insights by surveying the
same people – in this case a group
of about 10,000 young people.
Every year for 10 years they are
asked about their achievements,

aspirations, education,
employment and life satisfaction.

There have been five survey
cohorts since 1998, the most
recent starting in 2016. We
analysed three of them – those
beginning in 2003, 2006 and
2009, looking at the data up to
age 20, at which age most have a
job or are looking for one.

The survey data is rich enough
to develop proxy measures of
reading and curiosity levels. It
includes participants’ scores in
the OECD Programme for
International Student Assessment
tests for reading, mathematics
and science ability. There are
survey questions about time spent
reading for pleasure, time reading
newspapers or magazines, and
library use.

To measure curiosity, we used
respondents’ answers to questions
about their interest in the
following:
• Learning new things
• Thinking about why the world is

in the state it is
• Finding out more about things

you don’t understand
• Finding out about a new idea
• Finding out how something

works
We used statistical modelling to
control for environmental and
demographic variables and
distinguish the effect of reading
activity as a teenager on greater
curiosity as a young adult. This
modelling gives us confidence
that reading is not just correlated
with curiosity. Reading books
helps build curiosity.

GLOOM AND DOOM SCROLLING

Does this mean if you are older
that it is too late to start reading?
No. Our results relate to young
people because the data was
available. No matter what your
age, deep reading has benefits
over social-media scrolling.

The short-term dopamine rush
of scrolling on a device is an
elusive promise. It depletes rather
than uplifts us. Our limbic brain –
the part of the brain associated
with our emotional and
behavioural responses – remains
trapped in a spiral of
pleasure-seeking.

Studies show a high correlation
between media multitasking and
attention problems due to
cognitive overload. The effect is
most evident among young
people, who have grown up with

social media overexposure.
United States social

psychologist Jonathan Haidt is
among the researchers warning
that high social media use is a
major contributor to declining
mental health for teenage girls.

Boys are doing badly too, but
their rates of depression and
anxiety are not as high, and their
increases since 2011 are smaller.

Why this “giant, obvious,
international, and gendered
cause”? Professor Haidt writes:
“Instagram was founded in 2010.
The iPhone 4 was released then
too – the first smartphone with a
front-facing camera. In 2012
Facebook bought Instagram, and
that’s the year that its user base
exploded. By 2015, it was
becoming normal for 12-year-old
girls to spend hours each day
taking selfies, editing selfies, and
posting them for friends, enemies,
and strangers to comment on,
while also spending hours each
day scrolling through photos of
other girls and fabulously wealthy
female celebrities with
(seemingly) vastly superior bodies
and lives.”

In 2020, Prof Haidt published
research showing girls are more
vulnerable to “fear of missing out”
and the aggression that social
media tends to amplify. Since
then he’s become even more
convinced of the correlation.

Social media, by design, is
addictive.

With TikTok, for example,
videos start automatically, based
on what the algorithm already

knows about you. But it doesn’t
just validate your preferences and
feed you opinions that confirm
your biases. It also varies the
content so you don’t know what is
coming next. This is the same
trick that keeps gamblers
addicted.

TIPS TO GET BACK INTO BOOKS

If you are having difficulty
choosing between your phone
and a book, here is a simple tip
proven by behavioural science. To
change behaviour it also helps to
change your environment.

Try the following:
• Carry a book at all times, or

leave books around the house in
convenient places.

• Schedule reading time into your
day. Twenty minutes is enough.
This reinforces the habit and
ensures regular immersion in
the book world.

• If you’re not enjoying a book, try
another. Don’t force yourself.

You’ll feel better for it – and be
prepared for a future employer
asking you what books you are
reading.
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(health economist), RMIT University.
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Why reading books is good for society, well-being and your career
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The short-term dopamine
rush of scrolling on a
device is an elusive
promise. It depletes rather
than uplifts us. Our limbic
brain – the part of the
brain associated with our
emotional and behavioural
responses – remains
trapped in a spiral of
pleasure-seeking.

Studies show a range of psychological benefits
from book-reading, including increasing your
capacity for empathy and reducing stress.
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