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 P assion can take you to the 
most unexpected places. 
Banker, author and motiva-
tional speaker Roger Belair 

is passionate about the rush that 
pickleball offers, and that’s landed him 
inside, of all places, prisons. He’s hop-
ing those who share his passion will 
join him on the inside of many more.

Belair, a friend of one of pickleball’s 
founding fathers, Barney McCallum, 
was a seven-year veteran of the game 
when he saw a CBS "60 Minutes" re-
port about ideas for the rehabilitation 
of inmates at the Cook County, Ill., 
jail. It seemed obvious to him that the 
man in charge needed to add pickle-
ball and its benefits to the system. So 
he wrote to him. 

After learning there was actually a 
game with such a silly name, the Cook 
County sheriff, admittedly a skeptic 
until his 8-year-old daughter ex-
plained her interest in the sport, wrote 
Belair back to invite him to the lockup.

“My approach is pretty much the 
same, whether teaching inside or out-
side the institution,” says Belair, who 
also instructs in non-incarcerated set-
tings. “I’m very adaptable to whatever 
they set up.” 

In addition to a love of the game and 
a desire to help others, adaptability is 
a key when introducing pickleball to 
audiences that have included about 
1,500 convicts coast to coast, from 
New York City’s Rikers Island prison 
to the Washington State Penitentiary.

Clear-eyed on who he is talking 
to and why they are where they are 
(including those convicted of mul-
tiple homicides), Belair believes the 
benefits from his mission are found 
in reducing tension through physical 
activity and offering a viewpoint few 
pick up from the street.

“It’s very important to me to be  
giving them life lessons,” he says.  

Pickleball

PLAYING OPPORTUNITIES

Inside Game
In sharing his passion for pickleball, 
along with the sport’s benefits, Roger 
Belair is reaching inside prisons.
By Kent Oswald
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The most important themes  
of each Belair session are:  
1) It’s important to know 

and follow the rules, as you are 
here because you broke the 

rules, and 2) You do it 
Roger’s way, and nobody 

gets hurt.

“I come at them from a different 
angle,” offering ideas about teamwork 
and sportsmanship that can support 
a rehabilitated life when a prisoner 
finishes serving their sentence. 

The most important themes of each 
Belair session are: 1) It’s important to 
know and follow the rules, as you are 
here because you broke the rules, and 
2) You do it Roger’s way, and nobody 
gets hurt.

Belair makes his visit, trains staff 
in the rules, and leaves nets, paddles 
and balls to support continuation of 
pickleball play. While there is a great 
deal of research on how rehabilitative 
efforts of various kinds reduce recidi-
vism, funding specific to a controlled 
study of the effectiveness of pickleball 
on prison life, unfortunately, has not 
yet come through.

Anecdotally, Belair is on the right 
track. Prison staff and prisoners both 
have reported to him that the op-
portunity to play pickleball—a game, 
unlike basketball, that does not rely 
on size or strength—is a privilege that 
seems to encourage better behavior. 

Also supporting the effectiveness of 
pickleball as a rehabilitative endeavor 
is that Belair no longer has to solicit 
interest; it comes to him from around 



www.tennisindustrymag.com                                                                              www.tennisindustrymag.com   January 2023  RACQUET SPORTS INDUSTRY  23

the country as prison administrators 
get in touch, inviting him to visit or to 
consult about a pickleball program.

In another positive sign, Belair no 
longer has to fund the work from his 
own pocket. Multiple companies, 
including Pickleball Central, Oso 
Pickleball and Baddle, have either 
already donated equipment or asked 
how they can support his programs.

Belair is discussing with various 
people how to grow the program’s 
impact for those living on the inside. 
While the future is bright if unclear, 
there is no doubt in his mind on how 
watching a show and contacting a 
sheri�  has impacted his life.

“Nothing I’ve ever done is as satisfy-
ing and rewarding as this,” he says. 
“I’m making a di� erence in some lives 
on the inside … and making a di� er-
ence in lives on the outside, because 
if we can make them better people on 
the inside, it is safer for all of us when 
they get on the outside.”


