Bidding Principles: Low level doubles
Doubles of suit contracts up to and including the three level are assumed to be for takeout unless alerted. In contrast, doubles of no-trump bids are assumed to be for penalties. You will be aware of traditional takeout doubles and negative doubles, but there are a lot more low level doubles of suit contracts that may be clearly for takeout, but partnership discussion is necessary to determine their precise meaning.
Perhaps you do not play that, but it is an excellent starting position. From there you need to agree exceptions, for example negative doubles, Lightner doubles, perhaps Support doubles etc. Many of the conventions you play will be covered by my next batch of principles

Principle:   If your opponents have bid and supported a suit at or below the three level, a double of that suit is not for penalties

This is highly logical. Lucrative doubles of low-level contracts rarely come when a fit has been found. If your opponents are bidding and raising an agreed suit they are hardly afraid of being doubled. Once in a blue moon the trumps might be breaking very badly for them, but for every one hand like that there are ten where you want an economical way to compete.  Some of the situations covered by this principle are simple enough and common enough that you can discuss the exact meaning with your partner.
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In (a) and (b) East is making a responsive double. In (a) East should be showing four cards in each major. In (b), where there is only one unbid major, my view is that if East has spades then East should bid spades. West will therefore assume that East has the minor suits
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In © and (d) East is making a competitive double. In © West will assume that East is showing the other two suits, while in (d) there are two possible uses for East’s double. East might be showing the other two suits. Alternatively East may use the double as a Game Try double so that he can bid 3( just competitively or double to make a game try in spades. Discuss this with your partner.

However the main purpose of our principle is to cover the thousands of auctions where it is simply not possible to discuss the exact meaning. (e) demonstrates a well controlled auction which led to the right contract.
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In (e) the dominant feature of East’s hand is diamonds, hence East prefers 2( to a competitive double. When it comes round to him again he doubles for takeout and the 4-4 heart fit is found.

Are there any exceptions to this principle? If you spent a whole month writing down sequences that are covered you may find quite a lot where you might feel that you double is better played for penalties. However the task of pinning down exceptions is awesome. I suggest that you don’t even think about it!

Principle:  A double of a forcing bid is not for penalties
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In (f) East’s double is competitive. He has a hand like (h) with diamonds and a doubleton spade.
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I think this principle does need an exception. In (g) West has made a takeout double of 1(, so East should initially assume West has something in each major. Then North bids one of the majors. This is one of the best-known psyching tactics in bridge and you should certainly be suspicious if your side is vulnerable but they are not vulnerable. Suppose North has a weak hand with two small spades and length in his partner’s suit. Are you going to be conned out of your spade fit? A common agreement here is that East doubles with four spades or bids 2( with five spades.

Warning: Beware of a psyche when your partner has suggested a major suit with a take-out double and the next hand then bids it. You need appropriate ammunition with which to expose a possible psyche. 

My last principle in this article is quite difficult. In the absence of discussion with your partner leading to you both being happy with it, my advice is to avoid uncharted territory and ambiguous doubles. 

Principle:  If you are sitting over the opening bidder and you pass on the first round and then double on the second round (a delayed double) when your partner hasn’t bid and your opponents haven’t found a fit, you are showing a good hand with values in their first suit.
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Why should West want to interfere in (i) or (j) when he couldn’t bid on the first round? In (i) West should be well aware that South theoretically could have 18 points and North could have 9, and in (j) North is completely unlimited. Entering the auction is far from safe and will be comparatively rare.  I think West should have hand (k). 
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In each case West passed on the first round because of length in hearts. West is likely to have shortage in the suit that opponents have introduced since his last bid, ie. clubs. Often this will lead to East/West competing in one of the unbid suits but sometimes carnage can develop as shown in hand (l).  
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The defenders took 8 tricks for +800.

Don’t confuse this principle with protection. 
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Auction (k) is a protective sequence. North/South have found a fit and this is covered by the first of today’s principles. Double is for takeout. West has a weak hand and wants to compete for the part-score in the knowledge that East has some points which he has been prevented from showing.

How about (l)? It is South who is bidding hearts with no encouragement from North so North/South have not found a fit. Even if North/South are good players it is entirely possible that South has six hearts and North has a void heart. At club level many South’s might have only five hearts. This is a delayed double. It is possible that North/South could have a 6-3 or 7-3 heart fit so you might want to play it for takeout, but most experts play it as suggesting penalties, trying to extract vengeance for a bad trump break. In fact this is not a position which partner is likely to get wrong. If partner looks at his hand, the number of hearts he holds will give a strong indication of whether West’s double is for take-out or penalties.

Now I consider two more principles that govern the use of a double.

Principle:    After a penalty double, or a take-out double that is converted to penalties, all subsequent doubles are for penalties   

An opponent opens 1NT. You double. What happens next? Nowadays most pairs play wriggles so that opener’s partner can run with 4-4-3-2 shape, so the odds are that if your side has the majority of points 1NT doubled won’t be the final contract. They may still be in serious trouble, but do you succeed in penalising them? In far too many cases they run from one suit to another and finally you get confused as to whether double is for take-out or penalties and let them off the hook. This is precisely why wriggles are so effective.

In (a) North’s 2( escape showed equal length in diamonds and a higher ranking suit. How should you play East’s double? My guess that half of experts would play it for takeout and the other half for penalties, while most club players simply wouldn’t know. Playing it for takeout is quite reasonable: often partner will be able to pass for penalties. However I play it as suggesting penalties, in line with my principle. It confirms that East/West have the majority of points and that East will have a minimum of three trumps to an honour. If West has a singleton diamond or a very shapely hand he will remove the double. In this case South bids 2( and West’s double suggests a similar holding. North’s only high card was the (Q and a vulnerable North/South conceded –800. 
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The nature of the penalty double might be of surprise to viewers who learned in their cradles that a low-level penalty double should be based on long, strong trumps. The point is that after a 1NT opening there are quite a lot of hands where all four hands are relatively balanced and if opener’s partner is weak there is nowhere to run, the only hope being to confuse opponents.

Hands (b) and (c) show other examples of our principle.
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In (b) North’s double means that that North/South probably have the majority of points. East’s 2( is an attempted rescue and South’s double continues the pressure.

In © North/South are playing negative doubles so North does not have available a penalty double of 1(. He passes 1( with quite a good hand because he has very good spades, and is rewarded when South makes the expected re-opening double. When North passes this double East desperately tries to rescue the cause with 2(, but South pounces on that. 

Incidentally, the final doubles in (b) and (c) will show a real diamond suit: not just (K 8 4. This time it is far less likely that all four hands are balanced. 

Principle:   A double of an opponent’s artificial bid shows that suit, either suggesting that partner might like to compete in that denomination or that he should lead that suit

I suspect most readers play this anyway, indeed this principle is more interesting for its exceptions. I play just two types of exception.

1)  Look at the problems faced by my opponents on this hand from Brighton 2003. At green vulnerability my partner opened 1NT first in hand and I held

( 8 6 4

  ( 9 6 3
  ( 9 7 6

 ( J 9 7 3   

You probably have system to cope when 1NT is doubled, but what are the best tactics before it is doubled? No doubt your vulnerable opponents can make game, or take you for a hefty penalty. If you pass it is possible that 1NT undoubled will be the contract, but surely your LHO is waiting to double! 

I decided to try a Stayman 2( in an attempt to muddy the water. The great advantage of this is that most opponents play that double now probably shows clubs rather than a good hand. I struck lucky. The next hand had 17 points but double only asked for a club lead. We escaped into 2(, and my right hand opponent (with (A Q x) was not confident enough to double. My partner’s face as I lost the first 8 tricks was a picture, but our opponents were not smiling!

To avoid this type of embarrassment I play that a double of Stayman or a transfer bid by an un-passed hand shows a hand that would have made a penalty double of 1NT. 

2)  How do you play the double of a two-suited overcall?
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In (d)  2( is a Michaels cue bid, showing spades and another suit..

In (e)  2( is Astro, showing hearts and another suit, 

The point is that you have a lot of options available. You can double. You can pass and await developments or you can conventionally bid their suit.

In (d) you don’t really need a double of 2( to show hearts because you will want to bid 3( (competitively) to show a good raise to 2( and can bid 2( (their suit) to show a sound raise to 3(. I play that double suggests that the best option might be to penalise opponents. Look at this in action in hand (f).

