
Create a call button for a family member in need

 callBit
Help a bed-ridden housemate with a call button 

that lets you know when they need help.  

By Rita L Sooby

can be pow-
ered by 9V 

batteries, so as the 
ailing user becomes ambulatory, they can 
still ask for assistance.

The littleBits wireless devices are only us-
able to 100 feet (30.5m), and frankly, that 
buzzer is a little annoying. A more sophisti-
cated setup would send a text message to 
your phone, and for this, you need a Cloud 
module.

Calling all Clouds
Before you can use your Cloud module, you 
have to set it up online once for the network 

When some-
one in your 
household be-
comes ill or in-

capacitated, you can see to their 
needs and help them feel less iso-
lated – without completely upsetting 
your routine – by creating a call button that 
lets you know when the unfortunate one 
needs help. In this article, I show you how to 
build wireless- and cloud-based call systems 
with littleBits [1], then I rig up a retro ser-
vant’s call box just for fun.

simple Wireless
The simplest setup comprises a button and 
wireless transmitter on one end and a wire-
less receiver and buzzer on the other end 

(Figure 1). The 
wireless boards 

Figure 1: The transmitting unit (above) and the receiving unit (below).

Figure 2: Hardware for the cloud call button (clockwise from left): USB power 

adapter and cable, p3 Power module, smartphone, and Button module, with 

the Cloud module in the center. Le
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you will be using. According to the traffic in 
the forums [2], most people have to set up 
their modules from a cell phone or tablet in-
stead of their desktop computer; it seems to 
have something to do with the WiFi pass-
word verification procedure. Save yourself 
some grief and sign on to Cloud Control with 
your smartphone [3].

Figure 2 shows the littleBits modules you 
need for this part of the project. The Cloud 
module needs a fair bit of juice, so you have 
to use the p3 USB Power module hooked up 
to a wall outlet. Also, make sure you know 
the admin password to your network. To 
begin, hook up your 
Cloud unit to power, 
then start the online 
setup process.

The series of screens 
in Figure 3 walks you 
through the setup pro-
cess. Your module 
might be slow to start 
blinking green; be pa-
tient and you should 
see it blink. After you 
switch to the littleBits_
Cloud WiFi, enter your 
password, and receive 
verification that you 
are connected, you 
have to switch back to 
your home network to 
continue.

Later screens direct 
you to set up simple 
circuits that test your 
connection. If they 

don’t work right away, continue on to IFTTT 
and see if you can get it to work. After uplug-
ging and replugging the Cloud module, the 
tests worked. Once your module is set up, 
every time you plug it in, it will automati-
cally connect to your network; just wait for 
the solid green light, and you’re good to go. 
You will now have a cloud control option in 
your personal menu once you log in to the 
littleBits website.

iF or iFTTT?
The If This Then That (IFTTT) app recently 
became just IF, because the IFTTT team re-

Figure 3: The online Cloud module setup procedure walks you through the entire process. Be sure to use a 

mobile device connected to the network you will be using.

Figure 4: Channels allow you to interact with devices and Internet services. 

Browse hundreds of channels (left) by choosing Channels from your IF(TTT) Set-

tings screen (right). A color icon indicates you have activated that channel.
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and set up recipes. The channels you’ll need 
for this project are littleBits [5] and SMS [6].

Now you’re ready to create a recipe (Figure 
5). Choose the first “This” plus icon and find 
the littleBits channel; it will ask you to 
choose a cloudBit. Next, choose the “That” 
plus icon and find the SMS channel. You’ll 
need to fill in the cell number to which the 
text message should be sent. Once you have 
saved the recipe, click it and choose Edit. By 
deleting the default message, you can input 
your customized text. Clicking Check Now re-
views your choices to make sure they’re 
compatible. Before proceeding, be sure to en-
able the recipe and turn on the Receive notifi-
cations when this Recipe runs.

Building the cloud call button is simply a 
matter of attaching the Power, Button, and 
Cloud modules together and plugging in the 
unit (Figure 6). Now, when the button is 
pushed, the lucky caretaker gets a message 
to assist (Figure 7). The text message did not 
always arrive immediately after the button 
was pushed, but I rarely had to wait more 
than 30 seconds before the message arrived.

The cloud call button is an elegant solu-
tion; however, because it’s tethered to a wall 
outlet, it becomes unwieldy when the patient 
starts moving around a bit or is in a wheel-
chair, for example. With a little expertise, you 
could probably build a suitable battery from 
an old iPod or cell phone to break the bond 
with the mains, but another solution is to re-
turn to the wireless modules and create a call 
box reminiscent of earlier days.

reTro Call Box
Certainly you’ve seen a period movie in 
which the servants are called to action by a 
rank of bells [7], each of which is assigned to 
a room in the house. My original idea was to 
place a button in each room with a wireless 
transmitter that would send a signal to a con-
veniently located receiver, much as each 
room in a manor house would have a bell 
pull or button that converged on one annun-
ciator box. Unfortunately, the wireless units 

cently diversified with a new two-letter app, 
Do [4]. Both apps use recipes that wait for an 
input and, once received, continue to a pre-
defined action. Do recipes wait for a tap on 
your smart device, then carry out the action. 
In this case, I use an IF recipe that waits for a 
signal from the Cloud module then sends an 
SMS text (all screenshots were made when IF 
was IFTTT).

To use an IFTTT app, you need to down-
load it from your app store and set up an ac-
count. From your account page, you can then 
download and activate channels (Figure 4) 

Figure 6: The simple cloud call button.

Figure 5: IF(TTT) walks you through creating a recipe. A log (far right) keeps track of your actions.
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do not pair up that way. According to the lit-
erature that comes with the transmitter and 
receiver, “Multiple wireless receivers can be 
used with a single wireless transmitter, but 
only one wireless transmitter can be used in 
proximity to another wireless transmitter” 
[8]. My resulting design, therefore, was a lit-
tle uglier and more unwieldy than I had orig-
inally planned. Also, I had to make do with 
the modules on hand, so the end result was 
not ideal.

Figure 8 shows the modules needed for the 
multiroom call buttons. The three Latch 
modules in the center convert the input de-
vices to on/ off switches. That is, you actuate 

the input module once to turn it on, then you 
have to actuate it a second time to turn it off. 
This guarantees that the caretaker does not 
miss the call for help when momentarily 
stepping out of the room. The switch can 
then be turned off when the call is answered.

If I had owned three buttons, I could have 
eliminated the Wire modules and created a 
neater component. However, this just shows 
that you have many ways to send signals in 
your designs.

The call box (Figure 9) uses two servomo-
tors and a bright LED. A Pulse module (pink) 
between the wireless receiver and the LED 
makes the light blink to make it more notice-
able. You can even adjust the speed in which 
it blinks. The servomotors were set to Swing 
instead of Turn mode, so they continuously 
move up and down to ring the attached bells.

summary
This call button project can be designed a 
number of ways; you just need to look at 
the modules you have available and come 
up with a solution that works for your situa-
tion. Next time someone in your home is 
temporarily incapacitated, make them a lit-
tle more comfortable by answering their 
calls for help.  ● ● ●

Figure 7: The recipient receives a message for help.

Figure 9: Oh dear! The master 

requires help in the solarium.

Figure 8: Multiroom call button modules (left) and the assembled unit (right). The blue devices are power. The 

orange modules include the wireless transmitter (top), three latches and two wires (middle), and a three-way 

fork (bottom). The pink input units include a slider, a button, and a pressure sensor.

[1]  littleBits: http://  littlebits.  cc

[2]  Cloud setup: http://  discuss.  littlebits.  cc/  t/  the‑
cloud‑module‑setup‑explained/  1076

[3]  Cloud Control: http://  control.  littlebitscloud.  cc/

[4]  IFTTT: https://  ifttt.  com/  wtf

[5]  littleBits channel: https://  ifttt.  com/  littlebits

[6]  SMS channel: https://  ifttt.  com/  sms

[7]  Servant bells: https://  www.  pinterest.  com/ 
 monfol/  servants‑bells/

[8]  One to many: http://  littlebits.  cc/  bits/ 
 wireless‑transmitter

Info
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