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Maneesh Sethi 
is determined 
to break our 
bad habits, one 
zap at a time. 
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Maneesh Sethi has always 
struggled with focus. 
Since he was young, he’s 
battled severe ADHD that 
has affected both his 
personal and professional 
lives.

As he got older, he often 
used himself as a test 
subject to discover new 
ways to stay on task and 
improve productivity. He’d 
experiment and share his 
findings on his blog, Hack 
the System. 

“For my biggest 
experiment, I 
hired someone to 
follow me around, 
and every time I 
got off task, she 
would slap me in 
the face,” Sethi 
says. It worked, 
and he wrote five 
months of blog 
material in five 
days. 

“I found that having an 
accountability partner and 
having a slight amount of 
negative reinforcement led 
to a much more productive 
me and, in other ways, a lot 
happier me,” Sethi says. “I 
was like, ‘This is incredible, 
having someone with me 
during periods of focus is 
way easier than trying to 
focus alone.’” 

Sethi wanted to take 
these findings and help 
people who have had 
similar struggles. That little 
experiment led him down 
the path to becoming 
the founder of one of the 
most unique and notorious 
startups in recent history—
Pavlok. 

Because slapping doesn’t 
scale, Sethi’s next thought 
involved a dog zapper. 
From there, things moved 
quickly. One day, he was 
sharing his ideas with his 
blog followers. The next 
day, he was contacted by 
an incubator in Boston, 
inviting Sethi up to create 
his product—a wristband 
that gives an electric 
shock to help people break 
bad habits.

Thus, Pavlok was born. 
The company’s had its 
ups and downs—including 
near-collapse, three wildly 
successful crowdfunding 
campaigns, and one 
explosive appearance on 
Shark Tank. But Pavlok 
remains focused on one 
unique metric to gauge its 
success: number of habits 
changed.  

“We have a goal of 10 
million habits in 10 years,” 
Sethi says. “Everything we 
care about is about how 
do we help people achieve 
the goals they set for 
themselves.”
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FROM STUDENT 
TO CEO
Sethi started his blog, Hack 
The System, back when he was 
studying abroad while enrolled at 
Stanford University. First while 
living in Florence, Sethi began to 
chronicle his experiments on focus 
and productivity, often polling his 
readers about what experiments 
he should do and where he should 
travel next. The tagline was “Cheat 
Codes for Life.”

“That’s always been my mentality 
since I was a kid: ‘How can I solve 
a problem in the fastest way?’” 
Sethi says. At the same time, he 
constantly struggled with how 
to get himself to sit down and 
work on a project without getting 
distracted. The blog became an 
experimentation platform to deal 
with challenges like this one, both 
to help himself, but also help 
others translate what he learned to 
their own lives.

The blog led Sethi to that concept 
of accountability and slight 
negative reinforcement, which led 
him to Pavlok.  

He and his team took the idea and 
formed a wearable device that 
helps people create, change, or 
break habits. Pavlok uses vibration 
as a positive reinforcer, adds audio 
as a reminder, and releases a mild 
electric shock as a punishment, 
or negative reinforcer (they call 

it a zap). The name is a clever 
take on Ivan Pavlov, a Russian 
psychologist famous for his work in 
conditioning.

“[Pavlok] basically lets you set 
goals to help you stay accountable 
to your habits, with tracking, 
accountability, and a negative 
stimulus that makes you stick 
to your goals,” Sethi says. “It’s 
a basically a way to break bad 
habits.”

The development of Pavlok was 
influenced by research Sethi 
was reading on the concept of 
aversive conditioning. “Have you 
or a friend ever gotten drunk on 
tequila, and suddenly, after one 
night, they never drink tequila 
again? And, if you think about it 
or smell it, you get a feeling in the 
pit of your stomach?” Sethi says. 
“That’s called an aversion, and it’s 
visible in the brain, and it’s 
actually an FDA-approved 
way to quit bad habits.”

Sethi and his 
team found a self-
administered zap 
could help people quit 
smoking, nail-biting, 
and more (note that 
reviews have been 
mixed—people seem 
to love it or hate it). 
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“I STOPPED EATING 
TORTILLA CHIPS. 
THERE ARE VIDEOS OF 
ME ONLINE ZAPPING 
MYSELF WHILE I EAT 
TORTILLA CHIPS. I CAN’T 
EVEN DO IT ANYMORE.”

Sethi pre-sold Alpha 
and Beta Pavlok units 
to get to its first full 
iteration, Pavlok 1. 
“Our company’s been a 
consistent sufferer of 
almost-death, followed 
by me figuring out 
something to help us 
survive, followed by 
learning a lot from that 
experience.”

The first time he got a 
shipment of 40 alpha 
units, Sethi had maybe 
$3,000 in the bank, 
and owed around 

$10,000. 

“With my back against the wall, 
I hosted a webinar for my Alpha 
units. We did $25,000 in one 
night and made the company 
survive. This has happened 
to us a few times … and I’ve 
found that constraints breed 
creativity. So I like having 
constraints in all forces of life.”

Pavlok has also scaled with 
input from users, like when they 
began asking about how to use 
the device to wake up early. 
A friend of his was zapping 
himself awake to get out of 
the snooze cycle. Sethi and his 
team took information from 
consumers asking about alarm 
capabilities and developed a 
simple alarm clock app. 

“We had, like, 30 people 
emailing us saying, ‘I used to 
be a night owl, but now I’m 
a morning person. I wake up 
before the alarm goes off.’ 
It was crazy,” Sethi says. “I 
wanted to release the app to 
more users and create the 
product just as a simplified 
alarm clock. We called it the 
Shock Clock.” 

This iteration of Pavlok tracks 
your sleep, wakes you up, and 
makes sure you get out of bed 
with a zap, along with sensors 
that require you to do jumping 
jacks before the alarm turns off.

“My point is, our company is not 
very good at planning ahead of 
time, but we’re very adaptable. 
So we learn from our users and 
we use that information to help 
craft the next product and the 
next thing we do,” Sethi says.

Sethi and his team just 
announced the second iteration 
of their product, Pavlok 2, 
although Pavlok 1 and Shock 
Clock are both still available. 
With Pavlok 2, Sethi hopes to 
develop more of a “behavioral 
change platform” that allows 
developers to make apps that 
will use the device’s vibrations, 
beeps, and shocks.
“So right now, I’m trying to 
culminate everything I’ve been 
doing into a good product that 
will last, that can be like my 
MacBook Pro—that top-level 
thing that drives us into the 
future.”

As the product has evolved, 
Sethi is constantly amazed at 
the dedication and stories from 
users. 

“I mean, you have to be kind 
of crazy to be an early adopter 
of a device that zaps you, 
right? And the way that people 
use [Pavlok] is massively 
interesting. … It’s a surprise that 
we made something that’s so 
versatile. 

But the zap 
is just a new 
sensory input 
that knocks 
you aware. And 
that makes 
people able to 
be human in a 
variety of ways. 
I mean, you can 
start and stop 
memories. You 
can start and 
stop dating. I’m 
still learning 
what our 
product can do.”
In fact, Sethi was recently 
accepted to pursue a master’s 
in psychology at Harvard’s 
Extension School, where he 
hopes to build up some clinical 
evidence behind his product. 
“I’ll actually be doing a lot of 
work on Pavlok, which is about 
helping people change their 
habits, and I get to do it not just 
with my company, but Harvard 
as well.”
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As for funding, Sethi’s go-to has been 
crowdfunding, an approach that has gone 
gangbusters as a result of the product’s 
devoted following. 

Pavlok has held three crowdfunding 
campaigns and far exceeded its goals 
each time. “I found crowdfunding to 
be really powerful. I found that people 
who raise a lot of money from venture 
capitalists often destroy their business 
while they do so,” Sethi says. “And I didn’t 
want that to happen to me. Those times 
where you have too much money, you do 
stupid things. I’ve found that when our 
back is against the wall, we come up with 
our best ideas. So, being lean can be really 
powerful.”

Sethi and his team ran their campaign 
for Pavlok 1 in 2014, Shock Clock in 2016, 
and Pavlok 2 in mid-2017. Each campaign 
yielded thousands more than their set 
goals. “Crowdfunding lets us interface not 
with venture capitalists who are looking 
for return, but with customers and users 
who are looking to change their lives in 
the way you want to help them,”

Not only that, they found that 
users frequently approached 
the team with questions 
and concerns during the 
campaign, which allowed 
them to fine-tune the product 
before it was even built. “I’ve 
found that crowdfunding 

is a really effective way to both explore 
business and make money.”

Outside of crowdfunding, Sethi has only 
dabbled in raising money and working 

with investors. When he was first 
connected with an incubator, he gave 
away 10 percent for $50,000. Sethi does 
work with a handful of investors, too. 
“Yeah, I have a bunch,” Sethi says. “A lot 
of my old contacts were able to help me 
raise capital. But I’d say, depending on the 
product you’re trying to build, you have to 
show that you’re going to deliver a return.”

Thanks to some massive fundraising 
campaigns, Pavlok’s been able to soldier 
on even facing serious costs associated 
with a high-tech physical device. All in all, 
the first Pavlok took a total of $1.2 million. 
“Hardware is expensive.”

In 2015, Sethi and Pavlok were featured 
on Shark Tank, the American reality 
television show that features aspiring 
entrepreneur-contestants as they make 
business presentations to a panel of 
potential “shark” investors. It was a 
memorable episode, and when asked 
about it, Sethi was eager to explain.

THE POWER OF 
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S hark Tank actually first invited 
Pavlok to be featured on the 
show back in 2014, but Sethi 
decided against it, because 

the product wasn’t quite ready. The 
show and his team agreed it wasn’t the 
right time, but Shark Tank was eager to 
have him back the following year. The 
extreme concept behind Pavlok could 
make for good TV, after all. 

Pavlok had funded a small study in 
2014 that attempted to recreate 1988 
research on smoking cessation, and 
saw some promising results. But the 
team hit a snag when a week before 
the show, they were told they couldn’t 
talk about tobacco on air. This was 
a roadblock, as many Shark Tank 
entrepreneur-contestants are asked to 
back their product idea and design with 
hard research. 

“I am trying to do the show by talking 
about previous studies on aversive 
conditioning,” Sethi says, and early on 
it was not going great. He describes 
the sharks like the cast of Disney’s The 
Lion King—Mark Cuban is Mufasa, Mr. 
Wonderful is Scar, and the other three 
are the hyenas. “I give my pitch and talk 
about the previous studies, and Mark 
Cuban doesn’t like it. He wouldn’t even 
try it.”

THE REAL 
SHARK TANK STORY
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he show edits the 
interaction heavily, 
but when Cuban 
didn’t like the 
product, it changed 
the conversation 
in the room right 
away, and the 
others didn’t like it. 

“And then Mr. 
Wonderful’s there 
waiting. He offered 
me $500,000, 
but that made me 
hesitate due to a 

few things I learned about him before 
the show,” Sethi says. 

“I always view having a 
partner in business as more of 
a commitment than having a 
wife or husband. I’d rather get 
married to the wrong person 
than take the wrong investor. 
So, I told Mr. Wonderful, ‘I 
can’t work with you. The way 
that I view the world is not 
about making money. It’s 
about helping people change 
their habits.’” 

The sharks couldn’t believe it, and 
even accused Sethi of coming on 
the show for exposure, rather than 
actually wanting an investor. 

“So he looks at me, and he cussed 
me out. That’s why I was the season 
finale.”

The following months were hard on 
Sethi and his business, he says. After 
filming, Sethi published a blog post 
about his experience on the TV show, 
but Shark Tank’s legal team reached 
out and told him he couldn’t mention 
the show or write about it for the next 
year. Now, he’s finally allowed to tell 
the story.

In the aftermath of the episode airing, 
Sethi says Pavlok received several 
fake, one-star reviews on Amazon, 
which tanked its rating. He also 
says he received death threats from 
viewers. 

“It started out with, ‘You’re so stupid. 
You should’ve taken the money!’, but 
then they started getting really bad,” 
Sethi recalls. “It was especially scary 
because my address is public.”

But Sethi can find the positive side, 
too. “If we launched that product 
[through Shark Tank], and had we 
gotten super successful, we’d have 
a competitor by now. It’s given us a 
little bit of a smoke grenade. There’s 
nobody using the zap, and it’s so 
powerful,” Sethi says. 

While it was a rough year, he still 
believes the show can be a positive 
influence. “I don’t think you should 
ever turn down an episode of Shark 
Tank, but I don’t think it’s as big a deal 
as everyone thinks it is.”

That same month, for example, 
they received a positive snippet in 
the New York Times, and that led to 
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three times the sales than they 
picked up from the TV show. “I 

don’t think Shark Tank is the 
endgame; it’s just a part of 
your marketing process.”

The negative experience 
hasn’t caused him to 
shy away from publicity, 
either. In fact, after 
his first successful 

crowdfunding campaign, 
a lot of people approached 

him for a training course in 
PR and marketing strategy. 

“Look, if you want to get press 
to talk about your product, 
develop something that shocks 
them,” Sethi says. “I know that’s 
a funny joke, but also, the word 
‘shock’ in this context means 
something really interesting to 
talk about. To me, I find it easier 
to come up with a shocking idea 
than it is to craft [an exciting 
story]. It’s never been easier to 
invent than now.”

One book he highly 
recommends when it comes 

to understanding publicity and 
storytelling is Ryan Holliday’s 
Trust Me, I’m Lying. 

“[For PR], you have to look for 
what’s going on in the present 
moment. Inventions are great, 
but looking at how it connects 
to the present moment. ...That 
stuff could carry into media 
better.”

As an entrepreneur, founder, 
budding psychologist, and 
media mogul, Sethi is all about 
making connections. But since 
the conception of Pavlok, 
he hasn’t budged from the 
mission of helping people help 
themselves. 

“If you’re willing to do a little 
bit of effort to make yourself 
change your habit, we’re willing 
to help you, too.”

To learn more about Maneesh 
Sethi and Pavlok, visit http://
pavlok.com.
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