Bidding Principles 1

A system founded on general principles which apply in a wide variety of circumstances, is more user friendly, and less likely to lead to misunderstandings than one based on memory.

You can almost judge the bidding standard of any partnership by the length an auction can progress before the partners start to feel uneasy. Beginners can cope with two bids: an auction like 1NT (P) 3NT is unlikely to go seriously wrong. A longer auction is dangerous. The average club player can manage up to four bids, but then the desire to jump violently becomes overwhelming.  This is why so many players love leaping to 4NT (Blackwood) long before it is wise to do so. They are aware that they hold a strong hand but are afraid that if they try to bid scientifically partner might pass. Equally, club players love to jump shift as responder with any hand with 16 or more points just to clear the air. 

If you doubt whether you and your partner are going to be on the same wavelength then maybe such crude bidding is wise. However some of my principles just try to establish whether or not a bid is forcing, others identify whether a bid is natural or conventional (eg. Blackwood or a Cue Bid). Once you remove these areas of potential uncertainty you can afford to take your time.

 Your approach should be based on two questions.

1)  Can I identify a wide-ranging principle?

2)  Can I think of any exceptions? Any exception you find will impose a strain on the memory and you may well find that parallel sequences arise which one of you think is covered by the exception and the other thinks is not. For that reason you should only seek to make an exception if it is clearly defined and obviously superior.

Principle    A new suit at the three-level in an uncontested auction is game- forcing

At this point I should make it clear what I mean by a new suit: I mean a suit that

neither partner has bid before.

How do you think you would bid the East/West hands below with West dealer?

West


East

( 7 6


( A 5 

( A K 7 5 4 2

( 10 3

( J 8 


( A Q 7 4 3 2 

( K 8 6

( A 3 2 

(a) 
West
East

(b)  West   East
(c)  West  East


1(
2(

      1(       3(

      1(      2(     



2(
3NT

      3(       3NT
      2(      3(







      3(      4(
An inter-club match produced auctions (a) and (b). In (a) East simply couldn’t think what to do over 2(. Faced with a guess between 3NT and 4( he guessed wrong. Note that he could not have rebid 3( because a repeat of his suit would not be forcing. In (b) East tried to create a game forcing auction by jump-shifting in diamonds, but he was no wiser after a 3( rebid which only guaranteed a 5-card suit.

Look at how much better controlled auction (c) would have been. The key is the game forcing 3(, which allowed West to confirm his sixth heart at a cheap level. It almost acted like a fourth-suit-forcing bid, allowing West another bite at the cherry before East decided on the final contract. There are two noteworthy points.

1)   At first glance bidding 3( on a 3-card suit might seem dangerous, but it is much safer than it looks. Because 3( is game forcing, West should not be tempted to raise 3( to 5(. West should be mindful that East might bid a 3-card minor suit at the three level as a way of creating a forcing auction. If West really wants to raise clubs then 4( is fine. If West bypasses 3NT it would seem pretty certain that West is pretty shapely and 3NT is not the best contract, so nothing is lost. East can then try 4(, allowing West to choose between 4( and 5(.

2)  West showed what he had by rebidding 3(.  Many players would wrongly use the fourth suit bid of 3(. This is a misuse of a convention. It is a good principle that you should only use the fourth suit if you have no natural bid available. West might have bid 3( with one fewer heart and one more spade.

Having accepted the principle that a new suit at the three-level is game forcing you should be better equipped to deal the next hand.

West


East


West
East

( A 7 6 

( K Q 10 8 5 

1NT
2(


( A K 7 

(10 3


2(
3(



( K 8 5 2 

( A 7 


3(
4(
( 9 8 6 

( A K Q J 

4(
4NT







5(
5NT







6(
7NT

2( is a transfer, showing 5 spades. West likes his hand but cannot break the transfer (by bidding above 2() without four spades. 3( is game forcing. West’s 3( bid is most helpful. If West had to bid 4( because he was afraid that East might pass then what would East do? East would either punt Blackwood (hoping there were not two losing hearts) or start cue bidding. Blackwood would get them to 7NT on this hand but would lead to trouble on hands where West had two losing hearts. Our auction is much better because the space is created below game to exchange a couple of red-suit cue bids, allowing East to use Blackwood properly. 

  Note that this auction took twelve bids but was always under control. The key is the 3( bid which was game forcing and led to a relaxed auction without elephantine jumps. I am sure you have often heard that you should not use Blackwood with two quick losers in an unbid suit. Do you sometimes feel this is unavoidable? Note here how our principle avoided the need for misusing a convention! 

Perhaps some of you don’t like the idea of 3( as game forcing, after all what should East do with: 

( K Q 10 8 5  

( 10 

(9 7 2

( A Q 4 3?

In my view East should transfer to spades with 2( and then continue with either 2NT or 3(. Do you really think that 5( is likely to be best with 11 points opposite a weak 1NT opening? The worst that can happen is that you end up in the wrong part-score (ie 2NT rather than 4(). You should take the view that being in the wrong part-score is an acceptable price to pay for getting to the right contracts at game and slam level. 

How about exceptions? I can think of three obvious ones.

1)   A pre-emptive bid is clearly not forcing. For example if you still play that 1( (P) 3( shows long spades in a weak hand then opener is clearly allowed to pass. 

2 )  Special agreements, which might be conventional.

If West opens 1NT we all need a way to sign off in 3( on the East hand below:

West


East

( Q 6 4 3

( K 2

( K 7 6 3

( 2

( A J 7

( Q 6 2 

( K 10


( Q J 8 7 5 4 3

Either of these auctions is sensible, according to your methods.

      (d) 
 West
East
       (e)
West
East

 1NT
2(

1NT
2( 

 2(
3(

2NT
3(
(d) is the traditional way of signing off. Alternatively (e) is one of the many conventional ways available: 2( is played as a transfer to 3(. West bids 2NT to show he doesn’t like clubs and East’s 3( is then a sign off, 

3)  If responder starts by making a weak bid (1NT, or raising partner’s major to the two level) and then bids a minor at the three level over opener’s rebid then it is not forcing.

(f) and (g) are parallel situations. In each case East produces a 3(  bid which is at first sight surprising after his first response. The logical explanation is that he has long clubs but was too weak to bid 2( on the first round.

 (f)  West

East


West
East

( A K 6 3 2

(  8


1(
1NT

( A Q 3 2

(  7 5


2(
3(
( Q 7 2

(  K 6 4

No

(  2


(  Q J 9 7 6 5 4 

The sequence:  1( (P) 1NT  (P)  2NT (P)  3( would show a similar sort of East hand.

(g)  West

East


West
East

( A K J 6

( 7 3


1(
2(


( A 8 6 5

( 9 4 2


2NT
3(
( A J 6 

( Q 2


No

( 7 2


( Q J 9 6 5 4

 In (f) and (g) West passes because his clubs are poor. The time for East to bid on is when he has good reason to believe the clubs will produce a source of running tricks and he has aces and kings outside. In (h) 3NT is a sound contract with just 23 high card points. 

(h)  West

East


West
East

(  Q 10 4

( 7 3


1(
2(


( A 10 6 5

(  9 4 2

2NT
3(
( A J 6 

( Q 2


3NT
No

( A K 2

( Q J 9 6 5 4

I would recommend that these are your only exceptions. In traditional Acol auction (j) was possible:

(j) West

East


West
East

( 4


( A J 3

1(
2(


( K Q 8 6 5

( 7 


2(
2NT

( J 3 


( A 10 6 5 2

3(
No

( K Q 10 3 2

( J 9 6 5

West limited his hand with 2( and could now choose an optimum 3( contract over 2NT. However surely West would want to bid this way if the (J was replaced by the (K, and then 5( is a sound contract. We cannot cater for both situations and I recommend that you play 3( as officially forcing for two reasons:

  Firstly, finding the right game contract (if one exists) is more important than looking for the best part-score. 

  Secondly, only make exceptions to a principle where they are clear-cut and easy to list.

  However this is an example where both partners are limited and if one partner decides to use his common sense and pass with a really unsuitable hand you are unlikely to come to much harm.     

