
Designing and building an automatic cat feeder

 Feedback
A few littleBits electronics and a lot of cutting, fastening, and fitting 

finally delivers a working automatic cat feeder. By Rita L Sooby

ConCept
One of my requirements was that the food 
had to be fully enclosed, so the kibble would 
not be exposed to the air to give off tempting 
aromas and would be inaccessible to prying 
paws. I decided to accomplish this by build-
ing a small tub that rotated within a larger 
tub, matching open slots through which the 
food falls. This design required that the tubs 
fit fairly snuggly, without touching, so kibble 
would not be trapped in between.

I used littleBits modules [1] with a Cloud 
bit to activate servomotors that rotated the 
inner tub. An IFTTT recipe [2] controlled 

One of the most popular DIY proj-
ects you’ll find on the Internet is 
an automatic pet feeder. Although 
automatic feeders can serve the 

useful purpose of feeding your pets while 
you are away, they serve the even more use-
ful purpose of disassociating the pet owner 
from the pet’s perception of human as the 
dispenser of food. The Pavlovian response of 
the pet as the owner enters the kitchen is 
thus transferred to the whirring of a motor as 
food magically appears in the dish. In this ar-
ticle, I try my hand at creating a dual pet 
feeder for my two cats.
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when the mechanism was activated and fol-
lowed the cats’ usual feeding schedule.

StruCture
The most difficult part of the project was de-
signing the structure that holds the food dis-
pensers. Luckily, I own an Alessi Tigrito cat 
bowl [3] (Figure 1) with an ascending tail, 
on which I could hang an aluminum Acto-
botics [4] mounting bracket. Figure 2 shows 
the bracket with the littleBits servomotors at-
tached. To build the mount, I used the fol-
lowing parts:
• 1x 4.5-inch channel
• 1x 1.5-inch channel
• 1x quad hub mount

• 4x flat channel brackets
• 12x socket head screws
Figure 3 shows the mounting bracket with 
one set of tubs installed.

To hold the food and protect it from the ex-
ternal environment, I used a set of nesting food 
containers. With an X-Acto knife, I cut a small 
hole in the center of the inner tub (Figure 4). In 
the outer tub, I cut a rectangle (Figure 5) in 
which to insert the top of the servomotor, along 
with two mounting holes for the screws. When 
the tubs were nested, the servo arm hub poked 
through the small hole in the inner tub, and the 
arm was attached (Figure 6).

Each tub had a slot cut into its side. The 
slot in the outer tub faced down to deliver 

the food. The slot in the inner 
tub was offset and only aligned 
with that in the outer tub when 

Figure 1: The Alessi Tigrito cat feeder by Miriam Mirri. 

The tail, which is usually used to pick up the bowls, 

served as a convenient place to hang the bracket 

mount for the food tubs.

Figure 2: The feeder mount. The hole in the hub 

mount at the top fits over the tip of the tail on the 

feeder. The servo arms are attached to the inside 

tub in the final design.

Figure 4: Inner tub with hub hole.

Figure 5: Outer tub with servo slot 

and holes for socket head screws.

Figure 3: The mounting bracket with one feeding apparatus 

attached. The tub with the red lid (left) holds the cat food and sits 

inside the larger tub (right).
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two Servomotors (Figure 7). Next, I wrote 
IFTTT (If This Then That) recipes that trig-
gered the servos at certain times of the day 
(Figure 8).

The tubs slots matched up when the servo 
arm rotated. For this project, the servo was 
set to Turn mode, rather than Swing mode. I 
connected a littleBits Button to the servos 
temporarily to calibrate the position of the 
containers so that the slots matched up at the 
maximum rotation of the servomotor arm.

praCtiCal ConSiderationS
The automatic feeder delivered food reliably, 
but the kibble scattered when it hit the 
bowls, so I made two paper chutes to guide 
the food gently into the bowls (Figure 9). 
The cats were very interested in the feeder 
when I first set it up, but after it activated, 
they were wary of re-approaching it. How-
ever, after the mechanism had remained 
quiet for a while, they approached and ate as 
usual. The cats had to change the way they 
normally ate to keep from hitting their heads 

on the tubs, 
though, so a future 
design change 
would be to raise 
the height of the 
tubs.

One difficulty I 
encountered was 
aligning the inner 
tub with the outer 
tub, so I took a 
straightened paper 
clip and put it in 
the servo hub to 
guide the inner tub 
into the correct po-
sition (Figure 10). 

the servomotor was activated. The size of 
these slots depends on the size of the kibble 
and the amount to be delivered.

eleCtroniCS
The littleBits module chain was simply p3 
USB Power -> Cloud bit -> Split Wire -> 

Figure 8: The IFTTT recipe says that if it’s 1:15pm, activate the RLSBit, which is the name of my 

Cloud module. Once the Cloud bit is activated, it sends a signal down the chain, which in this 

case, comprises the two servos. Similar recipes were written for other feeding times.

Figure 6: Nested tubs with servo arm attached. Figure 7: The littleBits chain (left to right): Power, Cloud, Split Wire, Servomotors.

Figure 9: The automatic pet feeder from the front showing the paper 

food guides.

Figure 10: A guide wire helped position the inner tub 

in the outer tub.
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Speaking of tubs, on my next attempt at 
making a pet feeder, I will make sure to use 
containers that do not hold strong-smelling 
food. The clam chowder tub worked well, 
but I was never able to get rid of the odor 
from the chicken tortilla soup tub.

The electronics hung over the back of the 
bracket and were secured with wire ties (Fig-
ure 11). Ultimately, the littleBits should be 
protected from dust, water, and cat fur in 
some sort of container.

ConCluSionS
Although this build can feed two cats for a 
day, it won’t handle enough food for a longer 
period of time, and it won’t handle the larger 
volume of food needed to feed a larger ani-
mal, such as a dog. Also, the littleBits servo-
motors would not be strong enough to rotate 
a large tub with bigger kibble.

As built, this design would be very difficult 
to keep clean, requiring the removal of several 
screws before it could be disassembled for 
washing. Also, if I were to use a tub design 
again, I would want the inner tub to have a 
screw-on lid to make opening it easier.

Although as a first try, the feeder worked 
pretty well, it obviously needs more work and 

tweaks – maybe 
even a complete re-
design with a slid-
ing panel that 
opens a food reser-
voir. The next step 
after getting a work-
ing design would be 
to create something 
that I could use 
while on vacation. 
However, I would 
want a webcam, so 
I could see that it 
was working. More-
over, I would al-
ways have someone 
on standby to feed 
the cats should the 
system have a cat-astrophic failure.  ● ● ●

Figure 11: The electronics hung over the back of the bracket. The 

green light on the Cloud bit means the module is communicating 

on the home wireless network.

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

[2]  IFTTT: https://  ifttt.  com/

[3]  Cat dish: http://  store.  alessi.  com/  usa/  en‑gb/  catalog/  detail/  tigrito‑cat‑bowl/  mmi09? 
 ic=x%2FJ5uw%3D%3D

[4]  Actobotics: https://  www.  sparkfun.  com/  categories/  tags/  actobotics
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