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ABSTRACT: Upcycling is one of the preferred
options as it only requires the creativity of an
individual with or without professional knowledge.
This is unlike recycling that requires the process of
breaking down an object to create a new one.
Upcycling is a combination of reuse, reduce and
recycling as well as upgrading the unwanted item
which preserves the original form and story of the
object. However, this effort is not frequently
adopted by individuals. With the emerging trend of
hipster cafes, upcycling materials and components
are normally used as part of the interior design,
whether it is an upcycled furniture or as a decorative
item to achieve the ambience of being hipster. The
objectives of this research paper are to study the
materials used in hipster cafes and to delve the
relationship between upcycling and the hipster cafe.
Data collection was conducted by interviewing
several representative respondents of hipster cafes in
Penang. It was found that the upcycled materials
that were frequently used as the interior design of
such cafes greatly influenced the business in
depicting its identity.

KEYWORDS: hipster café, upcycling, interior
design, waste.

I. INTRODUCTION

[1] According to Sustainable Development
Goals (SDG), goal number 12 concerning the
responsible consumption and production, indicated
that people have overwhelmed nature with pollution
to the extent that it can no longer accommodate the
abuse. Management of waste has been a pressing
issue for every country due to population growth
and the inevitable development of the economy
which leads to the tremendous generation of waste.
[27] A developing country like Malaysia, with a
population of around 32 million (Malaysia’s
Population Rises 0.4 Pct to 32.69 Million in Q3 -
Xinhua | English.News.Cn, n.d.), would result in a
substantial ouput of waste. More than 2.8 million

tons of solid waste was expected in 2020 in just
Kuala Lumpur itself, the capital city of Malaysia.

[11] An act of upcycling would reduce
waste that is destined for the landfills. The term
upcycling emerged in the 1990s. [38] Upcycling is a
simple act of upgrading an unwanted item through
one’s creativity that does not require any
professional skills, as in that for recycling.
Recycling involves the process of breaking down
objects such as plastics and papers that can be
transformed into new items of different value. [28]
The practice of reduce, reuse and recycle can
sometimes account for, ironically, the usage of raw
materials. In contrast, upcycling synthesizes the
process of reducing, reuse, and recycle, thus
lowering the consumption of resources. [17] By
means of upcycling, unwanted items or discarded
objects are given a second chance to be upgraded
and transformed into something new with additional
and aesthetic values.

[31] Unlike recycling that involves
decomposing or degradation of the materials,
upcycling is considered a type of creative reuse of
oft-considered unwanted objects. [12] It is widely
accessible to individuals with or without
professional knowledge to be able to execute the
activity. Giving a second life to an unwanted object
extends the lifespan as well as the versatility of the
item. [16] With the influence of modernization, a
combination of creative ideas emerges. It is a
common urban sight to have hipster-themed cafes
with numerous adornments of upcycled products
and materials within them.

Thus, one of the salient problems is the
environmental issue due to inefficient waste
management. To mitigate, the upcycling movement
can be seen in the minority of the community as the
rising trend in cafes that reuse worn-out and
unwanted items as part of their interior design that
exudes a unique ambience best described as
‘hipster’. This study would raise the questions: i)
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what is the upcycle material used in the hipster cafe,
and (ii) what is the relationship between upcycling

in the hipster cafe and (ii) to investigate the
relationship between upcycling and the hipster
cafe.

For this research paper, interviews were
conducted to collect the necessary data to fulfill its
objectives. Seven (7) representative respondents of
hipster cafes in Penang, based on the identities of
their interior  designs, were selected as
interviewees. The questionnaire was divided into
two parts: Section A consists of the general
information about the hipster cafe, Section B of
questions regarding the use of upcycled materials
in the establishments and the relationship between
upcycling and the hipster cafe.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW
Upcycling

[39] Depletion of natural resources is
caused by people who consistently drain them
without proper management and transforming them
into monetary items. However, these items at the
end of their use would eventually be considered
trash and most likely end up in landfills. To address
this issue, upcycling is the sustainable option to
combat increasing waste. [30] Upcycling is the
term of making waste to worth, [41] extending the
lifespan of things through the process of
transformation from one’s creativity.

[13] McDonough wrote the book ‘Cradle
to Cradle’ to spur designers to restructure the
mores of design, to think and design with
sustainability, by doing better while achieving ‘less
bad’ in the fruit of their works. [37] These eco-
friendly approaches encourage individuals to act
with minimal damage to the environment. [5]
Upcycling is also described as a technical cycle
whereby the products created as a crucial asset
could orbit back into its originality through the
metabolism of the industry. It acts as a guideline to
urge individuals to foresee the possibility of being
eco-friendly as well as to the industry that caters to
the well-being of people.

[9] Designing is one of the many ways to
infuse a person’s creativity into production. [7] It is
frequently associated with the idea of thinking out-
of-the-box. [11] In the 1990s, the term upcycling
emerged conveying the meaning of reusing
unwanted items or materials to produce an item
that provides additional wvalue and quality
compared to the original. [22] The process involves
human creative thinking on how to work with

and hipster cafe. This will lead to the objectives of
this research: i) to study the upcycled materials used

available resources.

[18] Upcycling strives to offer a
transitional solution through the optimization of the
lifespan of unwanted items in a sustainable
approach. [4] It is an asset towards sustainable
living, having only a nominal long-term impact on
the environment. In addition, the reuse of a
discarded object is a significant method that can
help economic sustainability in terms of cost-
saving and viable opportunities. [5] From
upcycling efforts aesthetic values can be improved,
adding uniqueness of design and increasing the
value or quality by way of refurbishing, repairing
or reinforcing them. [34] It is one of the most
crucial methods to accomplish material efficiency
of an economy while reducing energy
consumption.

Hipster cafe

[29] The hipster cafe is a combination of
young and old. It is a unique coffeehouse that
differs from others. [32] Its identity reflects an
interior trait of contrasts where old and used items
present an unusual decor. [36] Based on The Trend
Forecaster’s Handbook by Martin Raymond, the
trend could be defined as an impetus towards a
certain direction. It can sway public opinion of
what a mainstream trend can be. [32] Shaare in
2020 also believes that hipster is a term that can be
applied to an individual and object. Infusing the
creativity of individuals, this type of cafe is
moulded to project its own identity to be
commercialized. These establishments have
become trendy and such enterprises have
mushroomed in Malaysia.

[19] The design of a space greatly affects
the ambience and makes a significant impression
on its occupants. Ambience is referred to as the
surrounding atmosphere of a space allowing people
to feel and immerse themselves within the space.
The ambience of the hipster cafe comprises the
aesthetics, its layout design as well as the attitude
of the employees. [6] The right ambience plays
greatly on the senses of occupants, sans it would be
otherwise. The decor has the ability to improve the
atmosphere with the amalgamation of features like
colour, aroma, music, and lighting. The clientele’s
mood is substantially influenced by the aura of the
environment, emotional or physical. [15] Felton in
2021 mentioned that people who routinely visit
cafes do so not merely for the beverages but more
so for the atmosphere within. This was the
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predominant reason for revisiting a particular cafe

[2] The growth of hipster cafes with
special menus stride beyond boundaries of the
conventional. Through modernization, hipsters’
food has become a new culinary culture, an array
of fusion food outside the norm or mainstream.
[16] [32] The identity attached to this has evolved
into an influential factor that draws customers. [26]
Therefore, expectation of food quality at hipster
cafes gradually increases with the growth of high-
income population in a town. Today, people tend to
focus on a quality menu that would interest them to
visit or revisit the establishment.

The relationship between upcycling and the
hipster cafe

[14] A coffeehouse is often regarded as a
social hub where patrons can sometimes interact.
[2] The rapid growth of hipster cafes in urban areas
have captured people’s attention given their unique
interior design, different from the norm. [8] An
extraordinary environment tends to attract
customers differently. [2] Care and food are a
synergy and a benefit to each other; hence, the
menu is a strong lure in spite of cultural
differences. [24] The hipster premises offer people
a platform to dine and ‘hang out’, and is also
known as the third space besides that of the
workspace and home.

[23] Leong in 2018 found that aesthetics is
a prominent factor in drawing customers to the
cafe. Such encompasses the wall décor, displays,
furniture, and colour that evoke the senses and
behavioural intention. [20] Props like upcycled
chairs of perceived low value may instead have the
patrons form an advantageous opinion. [32] Diners
will credit the establishment for making a
conscientious effort as the business’s contribution
towards being eco-friendly.

[11] As a medium to promote
environmental concerns, the symbiosis of
upcycling and the hipster cafe can be studied
through interviews with their employees. [8] Every
cafe has its own style to attract customers. [32] The
ambience of the premises is crucial to this and
allows the opportunity for employees to interact
with its patrons. [11] Upcycled items within would
be captivating and interesting to visitors to imagine
great possibilities of what an unwanted item can
bring about.

[2] Furthermore, the research conducted
by Aboo in 2021 mentioned the framing concept
for competency among the hipster cafes. One vital
element for them is framing food as the highlight of

over another.

the place via menu presentation, label, style and
interior design to gain customers’ attention and
increase patronage. [32] Attributes such as the
freshness of food and its presentation are very
important and play greatly to satisfy customers.
[33] Shaharudin in 2011 also stated that a well-
presented dish can enhance the perception of
quality and leave a good impression on the hipster

cafe.

1. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1

“What inspired you to use upcycled material for the
interior design of your hipster cafe? ”

Gudang cafe | - Current trend
- Freedom of design
- Aesthetic value

Wheelers Current trend

Tribute Resources were easily obtainable

Retro cafe Inexpensive

Pik Nik Current trend
Freedom of design
Inexpensive

Whisk To create a retro ambience of being in the
1950-60s era

China House | Personal interest of owner in collecting old
items and reuse them as part of decor

Narrow Resources were easily available,

Marrow inexpensive and could be foraged from flea
markets or dumpsites.

Table 2

“What are the main upcycled materials used for furniture
and adornments in your cafe?”

Gudang Timber, steel, and iron

cafe

Wheelers Timber

Tribute Steel, iron, stone, and masonry

Retro cafe

Pik Nik Timber, steel, and iron

Whisk Wooden chairs and desks from schools

China All kinds of material ranging from antique

House mirrors, paintings, old furniture from
heritage houses.

Narrow No specific materials. If an item is deemed

Marrow valuable, it is repaired and upcycled for use..
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Table 3

Table 5

“Can you estimate the general cost difference
between upcycled items and that of new products or
materials sold in the market in your hipster cafe

“How does upcycling benefit the interior design of your

hipster cafe?”

Gudang cafe

Fulfill design criteria such as
functionality and comfort.

Fulfill space requirements such as
shape and size of the furniture.

Wheelers

Fulfill design criteria such as
functionality and comfort.

design?”
Gudang 20-30% more expensive than new
cafe materials
About 30% more expensive than new
materials
Wheelers 10-30% cheaper than new materials
Tribute 10-30% cheaper than new materials
Retro cafe
Pik Nik 10-30% cheaper than new materials
Whisk Free or cheaper than new materials
China As costly as antiques
House
Narrow Relatively cheap or less costly
Marrow

Tribute Retro
cafe

Fulfill design criteria such as
functionality and comfort

Fulfil design style such as current
trend, customer interest etc

Fulfill space requirements such as
shape and size of the furniture

Fulfill the menu and services offered in
the cafe

Fulfill ambience of a hipster cafe.

Table 4

Pik Nik

Fulfill design style such as current trend,
customers’ interest
Fulfill ambience of a hipster cafe

“How do the upcycled items benefit your business? ”

Gudang cafe

Material durability & competitive
advantage

Whisk

Achieve the desired ambience of a
comfortable environment for optimal
dining experience.

Wheelers

Reduce design cost

Tribute Retro
cafe

Low design cost, attract customers,
material durability

China House

It is complementary to the menu offered
and accommodates a fulfilling dining
experience in the hipster atmosphere.

Narrow Marrow

It is inexpensive and easily obtainable
given that there would be financial
constraints if it had been an ambitious
business plan; so, upcycling was a
convenient way to accomplish this for
the establishment.

Pik Nik Reduce design cost, attract customers,
material durability

Whisk As customer attraction

China House In terms of competitive advantage, a
different layout design is offered in
the existing heritage shophouse.
Being long, it is demarcated into cafe,
bar, cocktail bar and semi dining area.

Narrow It helped to portray the identity that

Marrow was conducive for interaction with

patrons.
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Table 6

Table 8

“In your experience of cafe operations, what are the
patrons’ acceptance towards upcycled materials as
part of the decor?”

“What are the main reasons for choosing upcycled
materials as the interior design of your hipster cafe? ”

Gudang cafe Awareness of the green concept
and sustainable design

To reduce waste

Design style

Wheelers To reduce waste

Tribute Retro Design cost

cafe Awareness of the green concept and
sustainable design

Design style

Pik Nik Design cost

Awareness of the green concept and
sustainable design

To reduce waste

Design style

Whisk Personal interest, do not want to
waste resources available from a
closed-down school

Gudang cafe Comfort and ergonomic
Unique

Wheelers Practical

Tribute Retro | Attractive, comfortable and

cafe ergonomic, practical, unique, new
experience

Pik Nik Attractive
Unique
A novel experience

Whisk A deja vu experience for customers
of school days.

China House Interior design of cafe is unique
compared to others as the layout
style would be periodically changed
according to owner’s preference.

Narrow Never thought of this as upcycling

Marrow was not incorporated for its sake per
se. If such items have evoked
pleasant memories for patrons then
the effort has been serendipitous.

Table 7

China House It is the owner’s hobby to collect old
and worn-out items for personal
interest or the purpose of reusing
unwanted furniture from heritage

houses.

“What are the main reasons customers come to your

cafe?”

Gudang cafe

Food, hospitality, interior design,
price

Narrow Marrow | Mostly because they were easily
obtainable from places like dump
sites, flea markets and houses where
people have moved out of. These
items would again be used even if
the business were to relocate

elsewhere.

Wheelers

Food, hospitality

Tribute Retro
cafe

Food, hospitality, interior design

Pik Nik Food, interior design
Whisk Food, interior design
China House Food, interior design
Narrow Food and ambience
Marrow

As mentioned in the literature review, the
boom of hipster cafes has become a trend providing
business opportunities. Thus, upcycled materials
can be capitalised upon and utilized as the decor of
hipster cafes in the current norm. The term ‘hipster’
carries the meaning of trend while being outside
the mainstream. The hipster style offers freedom to
individuals to pursue a desired design that portray
their own identity. Moreover, such items are easily
obtainable as they are often regarded as unwanted
or discarded things. In truth, upcycling involves
reusing antiques or old inanimate objects which
may form part of a costly collection depending on
an individual’s personal interest and financial
capability. The nature of things often used in
hipster cafes are timber, steel and iron, commonly
in the form of furniture items and props.

Considering most upcycled materials are
worn-out and old objects, several of the
interviewed respondents cited that they are usually
relatively cheaper than new materials. However,
some items can be more expensive than new
materials because of their high value such as
furniture from heritage houses vacated by people,
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display items and antiques that had been part of a
personal collection.

This research also studies how upcycled
materials benefit business. When these items are
repaired, restored or refurbished prior to use, they
become more durable and their lifespans are
extended. They are a paradox, being a unique
combination of old and new, retro and trendy, and
yet fascinating to customers. Another boon is the
low design cost cited and this provides a
competitive advantage. A hipster cafe has its own
prominent identity which is easily recognizable by
people, it has a stand-alone and visually-pleasing
allure.

The use of upcycled materials as part of a
hipster cafe’s interior design is to maximise the
patrons’ dining experience. These items fulfill the
design preferences in terms of functionality,
comfort, shape, and size of the furniture. The
distinctiveness of such objects incorporated in the
decor, together with a complementary menu, offer
diners an ideal cosy and indulgent experience. The
usage of upcycled materials are a low-cost initial
investment to the creation of a hipster cafe with the
necessary ‘feel’. To surmise, upcycled materials
benefit the interior design of the establishment by
maximizing a dine-out experience, an influential
factor in encouraging customers to revisit and
ultimately contribute to the viability of the business

As mentioned in literature review, the
hipster cafe is a good platform for creating
environmental awareness. As such, the clientele’s
acceptance towards upcycled materials is studied
for this research. Representative respondents of the
hipster cafes opined that the upcycled materials
provide comfort and are ergonomic in nature. The
setting with such items in one such particular cafe
with old wooden chairs and desks obtained from a
closed-down school, was an attraction to diners as
they became nostalgic about their days in school.
Furthermore, the reason to upcycle is not
superficial in some cases. Respondents from the
Narrow Marrow Cafe mentioned that the items they
upcycled contained memories, upcycling them
have lengthened their lifespans without losing their
value.

Incorporated and displayed in the
premises, they are appreciated by customers who in
turn might be enlightened to do likewise for
themselves. Respondents also noticed that food and
decor are crucial factors to the popularity of the
cafe. They were vital to getting regular patronage
and considered a vital long-term marketing
strategy. Customers who revisit the hipster cafe are
greatly influenced by the overall ambience and a

quality menu. Apart from this, hospitality in the
establishment is another marked consideration by
customers - a good impression will interest
customers to come again.

The reasons for choosing upcycled
materials as the decor for a hipster cafe vary.
These cafes are keenly aware of the concept of a
green and sustainable design whilst reducing waste
that is detrimental to the environment. However, it
could also be a personal interest when deciding to
use upcycled materials to design the hipster cafe. It
needs the right person to appreciate the value and
possibility of a discarded object. Upcycling gives
discarded objects a chance to be repurposed and to
regain their value instead of ending up in landfills.
Additionally, upcycled materials offer unique
hipster vibes that is intrinsic and distinctive to the
hipster cafe.

IV. CONCLUSION

Rapid urbanization has caused a
significant negative impact on the environment, a
problematic issue starkly noticeable today. People
need to be aware of how pressing and distressing
this matter is to the environment and the looming,
if not already, dire consequences. Upcycling waste
is a conscientious and opportune approach by a
community towards saving the environment while
encapsulating history and memory.

The hipster cafe is a significant
contributor and an excellent example how a
community can synergise and be a viable enterprise
while mitigating the environmental issue. It is
hoped that this research paper would enable the
community to understand upcycling and its
influence whereby the community themselves can
reconsider the potential value of the waste
generated in their daily lives. By adopting
imagination and creativity, individuals would have
the capability of transforming trash into treasures,
relics to be relished and cherished. The act of
upcycling does not limit to merely extending the
product life of certain objects but also carries the
memory and story within.

Big things start small. The upcycling
movement can be carried out anywhere, anytime,
and for a lot of things. Even if it is just for a single-
use plastic bag, this can be transformed into an
item that is far more valuable than what it was
originally.
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