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Pickleball has a noise problem. He's trying to fix it
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By Mia Venkat, Tinbete Ermyas

Does the pop, pop, pop noise of pickleball annoy or entice you?
Michael Reaves/Getty Images

Pickleball is America's fastest growing sport, but it has a noise problem. One man is on
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a mission to fix that.

Who is he? Bob Unetich.

Before he was a pickleball lover, Unetich was an engineer. And when it
comes to the noise problem, he gets it.

"You can't take pop, pop, pop for 12 hours a day every day and remain
sane," he told NPR.

He has founded Pickleball Sound Mitigation to provide consulting and
advice on keeping the noise down.

What's the big deal?

The explosive growth of the game — played on a small court with a
paddle and a plastic ball — saw participation nearly double in 2022,
increasing by 85.7% year-over-year, and by 158.6% over three years,
according to the Sports & Fitness Industry Association.

And with that explosion came the lawsuits. Journalist Mark Dent first
reported on Unetich's efforts and pickleball's noise problem for The
Hustle after he saw these lawsuits in local publications.

"Over the last several months, I just kept seeing them kind of pop up.
And all these lawsuits, of course, were largely over pickleball being too
noisy," he told NPR.

https://pickleballsound.com/
https://sfia.org/resources/sfias-topline-report-shows-physical-activity-rates-increased-for-a-fifth-consecutive-year/
https://thehustle.co/one-mans-quest-to-make-pickleball-quiet/
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Sponsor Message

Fancy a game?
Kevin Dietsch/Getty Images

What are people saying?

Here's Dent telling NPR why he started looking into this:

Pickleball is, like, the worst of both worlds. You know, it's loud, and it's high-
pitched ... So I'm like, how can pickleball be less noisy? Is anybody working on it?
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It turns out, Unetich was. Here's what he told NPR he has found out:

Pickleball sound exists right in that most sensitive range. An interesting thing I
learned along the way is that garbage truck backup beepers are right in the same
pitch of pickleball. Why did they pick that sound for beepers? Because it's the
most annoying frequency.

And how Unetich and a couple of other engineers tested different paddles for sound
levels:

We built a tall chamber. We found dropping a ball — if there was no wind, no air
— enabled you to get a very predictable speed. And so a ball hitting one paddle will
give you a different sound than a ball hitting a different paddle.

https://www.amazon.com/stores/page/12E859C5-B6DA-48C4-9266-4CA8CB05B813?aref=%5B%5BCS_MADS_TOKEN%5D%5D&aaxitk=10de8d07fce4885d8156a1d6f4015a25&tag=ss-us-20&ingress=2&visitId=0935baaa-ad0c-4c7e-9696-a0ab7ba2b514&ref_=ast_bln
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Sponsor Message

Pickleball became a pandemic-era darling, because it could be played in relative safety outside.
Streeter Lecka/Getty Images

So, what now?

Unetich's research has found that different materials in the equipment,
as well as sound barriers, can help. Still, the simplest solution is just to
build courts far enough away from people.

"It's kind of like having to invest more money on the front end and
planning to avoid this potential major disruption and lawsuits —
conceivably at least — on the back end," Dent said.

Unetich worries the noise problem will slow the growth of his favorite
sport. He's hoping his research and consultancy will help so he can keep
playing.
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