The Takeout Double

If South deals and opens l♥, a double by West demands that if North passes East must "take it out", however weak his hand. On the whole a double is for takeout if a suit bid below 3NT has been doubled.

Take out doubles at the one level broadly fall into two categories. 
Firstly there are hands where the doubler is genuinely willing to accept whatever suit his partner bids.
  Secondly there are hands where the doubler intends to suggest a different strain (either no trumps or his own suit) if he doesn't like the denomination picked by his partner. If he does this he is showing quite a strong hand, at least an ace above a minimum opening bid. We will consider these hands later. In the meantime we will examine the take out double where the doubler genuinely wants his partner to choose.

For West to double South's l♥ he needs the values of an opening bid. If in doubt, he should be influenced by his holding in the unbid major suit (or suits if the opening bid was a minor) because East is far more likely to reply with a major suit.

(a)
   ♠ A Q 9 7

♥ 6

♦ Q 8 6
♣ K 10 9 8 4
West could reasonably double l♥ with hand (a), intending to pass East's response unless it is forcing. He would obviously prefer not to hear 2♦ but if East bypasses l♠ and 2♣ to bid 2♦ he is quite likely to have a five-card suit. Exchange the spade and diamond suits and it would be wiser to pass.

(b)
   ♠ A Q 7 6

♥ 6 3

♦ Q 7

♣ K 10 9 8 4
If West holds hand (b) he should pass a l♥ opening but replace the diamond suit with ♦ A x doubleton and the hand is worth a double. This is a calculated risk because he must pass a 2♦ response. Before making a takeout double you must decide whether or not you are prepared to pass the least favourable response. If the answer is "no" you must not double unless you have at least sixteen points.

Strong  Takeout Doubles

Suppose West makes a takeout double, listens to East's choice, and then ignores his choice by changing denomination, eg:

South   West    North    East

1♦         Dbl       No       1♠

P          1NT
This shows a hand too strong for an immediate INT overcall, balanced with 19-20 points. If East had bid 2♣ or 2♦ West would have continued 2NT (19-21 points).
How do you interpret West's bidding in this sequence?

South    West    North   East

1♦          Dbl       No      1♠

P           2♦

His hand is not balanced and doesn't seem to have clubs so it must be either two suited or one suited.

c)       ♠ A Q 9 7 5        ♥ 9         ♦ A K 6 5 3         ♣ K 6

d)       ♠ A Q 7
     ♥ 8 5       ♦ A Q 10 8 6      ♣ A K 6

Is he trying to give you a choice between the other two suits with hand c), or is he proclaiming hand d), too strong for an immediate overcall of 2♦ and without the quality of suit required for a jump overcall of 3♦? You certainly can't have it both ways. Nowadays there are a wealth of conventional bids available to show two-suited overcalls (at least 5-5 in shape). If you don't use these, there is a lot to be said for starting such hands with a simple overcall in one of the suits. It is a bit nerve racking to introduce hand c) with a 1♠ overcall but in practice the bid is rarely passed out and you will usually get the chance to complete the description of your assets by bidding diamonds strongly next time. The more shapely your hand, the more you can assume that there will be further bidding.

It is hand d) which must be catered for by a takeout double followed by a change of suit. If you make a takeout double and then remove partner's minimum response to a new suit you are showing a hand too strong to make a direct overcall in that suit, ie. about 17-20 points. It is not forcing but obviously highly encouraging. It is also possible to use this approach with some hands that are not strictly one-suited.

e)   ♠ A Q 9 7      ♥ A Q 9 8 6 3     ♦ A 9      ♣ 6

With hand e) it is quite safe for West to double South's  1♦ opening bid. If East bids spades he will forget the hearts and raise spades, otherwise he will bid 2♥ next time showing a hand too strong to overcall 1♥.  Incidentally if East responds INT, West's 2♥ continuation is encouraging, If he wishes to force a second bid out of East he must jump in his new suit. Change the hearts to ♥ A K Q 8 6 4 and he would double  followed by a jump to 3♥. This shows a hand too powerful even for a strong jump overcall, an Acol two bid.
A good "aide memoire" to help you with these sequences is to remember that any new denomination introduced after a takeout double shows a hand too strong to bid that denomination immediately.

The doubler raises his partner's choice of suit

Now for the doubler's subsequent action if he likes the suit chosen by his partner.

[1]    South    West   North    East

        1♦          Dbl      No       1♠

        No         ?

West must restrain his enthusiasm in sequence [1], remember that East could have a Yarborough with only 3 spades. A good rule of thumb is for West to imagine that he opened the bidding with a minor and East responded 1♠ (in that case, showing 6 points) eg sequence [2]

[2]      South    West   North  East

                       1♦        No      1♠

          No         ?

 West decides the level to which he would have supported East's spades in sequence [2] and then bids one less in sequence [1]. Thus a raise to 2♠ shows 16-18 (or 6 losers), 3♠ shows 19-21 (or 5 losers) and 4♠ shows 22+. Even this will take you too high if East has got rubbish but you can't cater for everything.
  Common sense demands these values change if East's 1♠ is a free bid. If North had bid 1♥ over West's double then East's 1♠ takes on the values of a genuine response to a one level opening, so West would raise to 4♠ with 19 points.
Responses to takeout double

It must be stressed firmly that a penalty pass is a very rare part of East's armoury. Consider these hands:

(f)
       ♠ 7 4 3
    ♥ A K 7 5 3
   
  ♦ J 9 7
♣ 9 7

(g)       ♠ 4 2
    ♥ K Q J 10 8 7   
  ♦ 9 8

♣ 8 6 2

(h)
      ♠ 9 7 5
    ♥ 8 6 5 4
   
  ♦ 8 6 3
♣ 4 3 2

If East passes West's double of 1♥ with (f) he is quite likely to be sabotaging his partner's plan. Remember that West may have an Acol two bid in spades and that +300 from one heart doubled minus two will be pretty poor compensation if 6♠ is laydown for his side. East's correct response is INT, showing 5-9 points.
  The penalty pass can only be justified if he has a hand like (g), with outstanding intermediate cards in opener's suit and without honour cards likely to help partner. A penalty pass demands that West leads a trump  (if he has one) so that East can proceed with the task of drawing trumps. Of course it should not need stressing that East will never make a penalty pass just because he can't think of anything to bid. With (h) he must grit his teeth and bid l♠.

When replying to a takeout double, East ignores the variety of hands that West may announce on the next round and faithfully assumes that his partner has a bare opening bid with tolerance for all the unbid suits until it is proved otherwise. If this is the case he is aware that West will be especially likely to hold good spades, the unbid major. The search for a 4-4 major suit fit is important, whether or not the auction is contested. Suppose West doubles South's l♥ opening bid and North passes.

(i)
    ♠ Q 9 8 5

♥ A 7 5 3         ♦ J 5
      ♣ 10 7 5

(j)
    ♠ Q 9 8 5

♥ 8 6
            ♦ 9 5
      ♣ J 9 8 6 4

(k)
    ♠ K 9 8 5

♥ 8 6
            ♦ 9 5
      ♣ K J 8 6 4
With (i) East should bid l♠, not INT. He is aware that his partner's most likely heart holding is a small singleton. Equally, with (j) he will prefer 1♠ to 2♣. Since he is not strong enough to volunteer a second bid in a competitive auction he chooses the response most likely to help West. However with (k) he starts with 2♣, expecting to complete the picture of his assets on the next round with a bid of 2♠.
  The range covered by East's choice of suit at the lowest level is necessarily wide, showing 0-8 points. With 9-11 points (or a hand with eight losers) East should jump, even if his suit has only four cards. This is a limit bid and thus not forcing.
  If East wishes to demand another bid from West he must use the cue bid of 2♥. This is forcing to suit agreement, thus 2♠ is forcing in (l) but 3♠ can be passed in (m).

(l)
   South     West
  North
East


   1♥
       Dbl
  No

2♥


   No
       2♠
  No

?

(m)
    South      West
North

East


     1♥
         Dbl
  No

2♥


     No
         2♠
  No

3♠


     No
          ?

Obviously, none of these guidelines are meant as a substitute for judgement. Suppose South opens l♥, West doubles, North passes, and East holds these hands:

(n)

♠ A Q 8 7 5
     ♥ 9 7 5
♦ 8

♣ 10 9 8 6

(o) 
♠ K 7 4
     ♥ K Q
♦ 9 7 5 3
♣ J 5 3 2 

Hand (n) is plainly far too strong for a l♠ response despite containing only six high card points. The losing trick count (eight losers, not seven because a nine card fit has not been proved) serves you better with this highly distributional hand. It is easy to imagine using a 5-4 spade fit to cross ruff your way to ten or eleven tricks even if West has a minimum take out double. East should bid 2♠, expecting that West will raise to game with thirteen points and 4-4-4-1 shape (this sort of hand will usually contain only six losers once West hears of East's spades). On the other hand only an avid point counter would jump to 3♣ with (o). This nine-loser hand without a good suit can be introduced with 2♣. If West then passes you are unlikely to have missed anything.

Despite being requested to choose a suit, East will opt for a no-trump bid sometimes. Any no-trump bid obviously must take account of the fact that West's most likely holding in opener's suit is a singleton, hence East's holding should appear likely to provide a double guard. INT shows 5-9 points, 2NT shows 10-12, and 3NT shows 13+. Note that if partner makes a takeout double you require fewer points to respond no trumps than you would need if he had made a simple overcall. This is because an overcall can be made with much weaker hands than a take out double if tactical considerations are right

The picture changes somewhat if North bids after West's double. Once again South opens l♥ and West doubles but this tine North bids l♠. East is relieved of his obligation to speak with tram tickets. Indeed if he now chooses to bid he is making a FREE BID and thus showing at least six points (or equivalent playing strength). Thus all the bids showing 0-8 points now become 6-8. If East chooses to bid no trumps he is only expected to guard hearts (opener's suit) since West is assumed to hold the spades. Alternatively East can double for penalties if he has spades.

Other Takeout Doubles

We have so far only looked at hands where South has opened with a suit bid at the one level and West has doubled. In each of the following auctions a defender doubles a contract at, or below, the three level when his partner's only previous contribution has been a pass. All are, therefore, for takeout.

(p) 
1♥
P
2♥
Dbl

(q)

1NT
P
2♦
Dbl

(r)

1♥
P
1♠
Dbl

(s)     
1♥
1♠
P
P         Dbl

The doubles in auctions p) and q) should be taken to show support for all three unbid suits with special emphasis on the unbid major, though if the doubler subsequently changes suit he would be showing a hand too strong for an immediate overcall. r) shows the minors and s) ideally shows a hand like:

♠ 3

♥ A Q 8 6 5
  ♦ K 10 8 6
♣ A Q J

The penalty double of 1NT

This really has no place in a chapter on take out doubles but we will give it an airing, if only because there are so many misapprehensions around.
  If South opens with a weak INT either defender can double with 16 points. It can sometimes be a worthwhile gamble to double with less if you are on lead and you have a lead that is likely to be successful.
(t)

♠ K J 6
♥ Q 8 5
♦ A Q 8 3

♣ K 8 4

(u)

♠ A 7 4
♥ 5 3

♦ A K Q 9 7 5

♣ 9 7

(v)

♠ A 8

♥ K 8 6
♦ K Q J 10 8 6
♣ 8 6

With hand t) you should pass whether you are East or West. There is probably no lead you can make without giving away a trick and if declarer knows who holds all the missing points you are likely to be endplayed continually. If you hold u) or v) you can make a good case for doubling, but only if you are on lead. If partner has to make the initial attack he has no reason not to lead his own suit and it may well then be too late to establish anything from your attractive diamond suit
The possibility of a long running suit should be in North's mind as he considers whether or not to sign off over the double.
(w)

♠ Q 8 6
♥ Q 7 5 3
♦ 7 5

♣ K 8 6 4

(x)

♠ Q 7 6
♥ Q J 8 6 4
♦ 7 5

♣ K 8 6

(y)

♠ 6 5 3
♥ 9 7

♦ 8 6

♣ A K J 9 7 2

With hand w) he has no sensible alternative but to pass but if he has a five-card suit it is usually wise to sign off. If he passes with hand x) because his side have at least half of the points he is playing Russian roulette. His tricks are slow. By the time the defenders have cashed a long suit it will be aces and kings that take the remaining tricks, not queens and jacks. A 2♥ bid is clearcut.

  With y) the decision is close. A sign off in 2♣ is the safe course. Alternatively a vulnerable pass could result in +580 or -500. How strong are your nerves?

If North passes, the traditional theory that East removes his partner's double with any hand lacking five points is patently absurd. Much depends on the vulnerability. Let me quote two extreme cases.

(z1)
♠ 6 4 3 2

♥ 9 8 6
♦ 7 5 3
♣ 6 4 2

(z2)
♠ K Q J 10 8 6 3
♥ 6 3

♦ 4 3 2
♣ 7

At red vulnerability it would be unthinkable for East to remove West's double with z1). Firstly West may be able to beat INT on his own. Secondly even if INT doubled is laydown with two overtricks it is better to concede 380 than 800 (quite likely if West has a doubleton spade). Even if North redoubles for business East should allow West to rescue at the two level into a five-card suit if he considers it desirable. Removing a penalty double requires at least a five-card suit.
  Conversely with z2) East should aim for the vulnerable game by bidding 4♠ rather than struggle to extract a small penalty from non vulnerable opponents. His lack of entry cards may make the establishment of his spades impossible unless they are trumps.
  Unfortunately there are no easy rules to guide East. In each case he must balance the likely consequences of the alternative actions before deciding.

Often if West doubles South’s 1NT North tries to rescue (or wriggle). In the auction below North may be signing off in 2♦, or 2♦ might be a conventional bid showing diamonds and a higher ranking suit (sometimes just 4-4 shape). 

South
West
North
East

1NT
Dbl
2♦
Dbl

Whatever the meaning of 2♦,sometimes a substantial penalty is available. You need a firm understanding as to the meaning of the double of 2♦, otherwise they can escape penalty just by causing confusion. Opinions differs as to the meaning of this second double.

Some pairs play that the second double is for takeout, showing scattered values. East/West may still get a penalty because West might pass for penalty. Any subsequent (ie third) double would be for penalties.

My preferred method is to play an overriding principle that after any penalty double (or penalty pass of a takeout double) all doubles are for penalties. East might make such a penalty double on a holding like ♦K x x (ie three-to-an--honour). West will always remove it with a singleton. The result of this is that they might occasionally be doubled in an 8-card fit but never in a 9-card fit.

