DIFFICULT BIDDING DECISIONS AT DUPLICATE PAIRS 1
My objective is to develop your judgment by setting problems without a clearcut answer, setting out the advantages and disadvantages of each of the most plausible options, and finally giving our opinions. We try to avoid conventions which you might not play, but if we use conventional ideas we will explain them. In particular, you might find that if you are a rubber bridge player you might think a double is for penalties when we suggest it is for takeout, or showing scattered values. Unless we say otherwise, assume you are playing a simple system with just Stayman and Blackwood. For each example decide what you would bid as South. You might like to read the problem, covering up the commentary, decide on your choice and compare it to our views. 

PICKING THE DENOMINATION

1)
Love all



♠ 8

South
West
North
East

♥ Q 5


3♥
P
P

♦ A K Q J 7 6

?




♣ A 6 3 2

Options:
Double   This will work well if partner can bid 3NT, but you will regret it if partner bids 4♠.

3NT   If you don’t bid it now you won’t play in 3NT even if it is right. If West has the ♥A K West might well assume you have a heart stopper and decide to underlead them, hoping East can win a trick and return a heart.

4♦.   The orthodox (if unadventurous) bid.

AJK decision: 3NT

2)
Love all



♠ 8

South
West
North
East

♥ Q 5




3♥

♦ A K Q J 7 6

?




♣ A 6 3 2

Options:
Double.  The pros and cons are similar to the previous example.

3NT  You are relying on West leading a heart and East, assuming South has a stopper ducking the trick to retain communication. Alternatively North might help provide a heart stopper.

4♦   Again sound, but depriving you of any chance to play in 3NT.

AJK decision: 3NT
3)

North/South Vulnerable

♠ 10 8 7 6

South
West
North
East

♥ K 10 9 6


1♥
Dbl
P

♦ A 6 5

?




♣ J 8

Options:
1♠    The orthodox bid. You are likely to have a 4-4 spade fit after the takeout double.

1NT  The advantage of this bid is that you show 5-9 HCP, rather than the 0-8 HCP that would be shown by 1♠. Your heart holding is suitable for no-trumps with the lead coming round to your hand. You probably have two heart stoppers.

2♠    Rather an overbid with your heart holding likely to be wasted opposite shortage.

AJK decision: 1♠
4)
East/West Vulnerable

♠ 8 7

South
West
North
East

♥ 9 7 6 5 4 2



1NT
P

♦ 10 6 5

?




♣ 3 2

Options:
Pass  This will go a lot down, but since your vulnerable opponents must have a game on then this won’t matter. It is harder for them to enter the bidding if you pass (for example if each of them has a balanced 13 HCP). If they double you can run to 2♥.

2♥   The orthodox bid. You would be delighted to buy this hand in 2♥, but you probably won’t.

AJK decision: Pass

5)

East/West Vulnerable

♠ A Q 8 7

South
West
North
East

♥ A Q J 7 6

2♣
P
2♦
P

♦ A Q J

2♥
P
3♣
P

♣ A

3NT     P       4♣      P

?

Options:
4NT  We think 4NT is natural, not Blackwood. Aiming for a good pairs’ score.

5♣/6♣   You might need clubs as trumps to provide communication to North’s hand.

6NT  Aiming for a ‘pairs’ top. This might give you an outright top if partner has good clubs and an entry, but perhaps that is unlikely.  

AJK decision: 6♣.

6)

Love all



♠ K 8 7

South
West
North
East

♥ 7 3



1NT
P

♦ Q 10 8 7 6 5

?




♣ 6 4

Options:
Pass  Hoping to make it hard for them to compete. Even -100 might be a good score.   

2♦   The orthodox bid.

AJK decision:  Pass

7)

Game all



♠ K 8 7

South
West
North
East

♥ 7 3



1NT
P

♦ Q 10 8 7 6 5

?




♣ 6 4

Options:
Pass   This time you risk -200. If you can get out for -100 it might be good.

2♦    Safe. If you are left to play there  you are unlikely to lose more than 100.

AJK decision: 2♦
8)
Game all



♠ 8 7

South
West
North
East

♥ 7 3



1NT
P

♦ A K J 7 4 3

?




♣ 8 7 3

Options:
Pass  You hope to make overtricks. There is a far greater chance of the diamonds running than was the case in the previous two examples. 

2♦   Safe if uninspired. 

2NT/3NT   Game could be easy if partner has the right holding (eg. Quick tricks and the ♦Q) but there is not as high a premium for bidding tight games at pairs as there is at teams of four.

AJK decision: Pass

9)

Game all



♠ K Q 10 6 

South
West
North
East

♥ 3

1♣
P
1♥
P

♦ A 8

1♠
P
2♦
P

♣ Q J 9 8 6 5

?
Options:
2♦ is the fourth suit, not showing diamonds but conventionally asking you to describe your hand further.

Options:
2NT You have a diamond stopper, but one stopper may not be enough if you have to knock out their club honours. ♦ A x isn’t a very good stopper because you cannot withhold your ♦A for more than one round in an attempt to isolate the defender with diamond length.

3♣.  Describes your 6-4 shape. 3NT can come later.

AJK decision: 3♣
10)

East/West Vulnerable

♠ K J 10 9 7 6

South
West
North
East

♥ 2

1♠
P
2♣
P

♦ A 7

?




♣ A Q 6 5

Options:
3♠    Should be forcing after responder’s change of suit at the two level. This stresses the good quality of the spades. 

4♣   You have excellent 4-card support for partner.

AJK decision: 3♠.

11)

East/West Vulnerable

♠ K J 10 9 7 6

South
West
North
East

♥ 2

1♠
P
2♣
P

♦ A 7

3♠
P
3NT
P

♣ A Q 6 5

?

Options:
Pass   This may play badly if they lead a heart and you have to force out two top spades.  

4♣     Finally giving partner support.

4♠    Your spades are almost self supporting, though partner should realise you have good spades after your 3♠ rebid.

5♣    Not really needed as 4♣ should be forcing. The advantage of 4♣ over 5♣ is that it gives partner yet another chance to support spades, perhaps with the ♠Q singleton.

AJK decision: 4♣
12)
Game all



♠ K 8

South
West
North
East

♥ A


3♥
P
P

♦ A Q J 8 7 

?




♣ A 10 7 6 2



Options:
Double  This will not work well if partner bids spades.

3NT   You have a heart stopper, but you cannot hold it up to isolate defenders’ hands. You will probably have to rely on being able to run nine or more top tricks.

4♦    Not unreasonable. Probably the safest of your options, though it has bypassed 3NT and you could play in 4♦ with 5♣ or 6♣ easy.

4NT   This bid asks partner to pick a minor. 4NT is a bit of an overbid, bit it will at least make sure you play in the right minor suit.

AJK decision: 4NT

13)

Love all



♠ K 8 7

South
West
North
East

♥ Q 6 4 3



1♥
P

♦ Q J 7 6

3♥
P
3NT
P

♣ K 10

?

Options:
Pass  Partner clearly has a balanced hand too strong to open 1NT. Partner might have bid 3NT because of weak hearts, in which case 4♥ might be in danger.

4♥   Playing in the 4-4 fit which might produce the extra trick.

AJK decision: Pass

14)
Love all



♠ 8 7

South
West
North
East

♥ A Q J 8



1♠
P

♦ A J 10 7 6

2♦
P
3♣
P

♣ K 7

?

Options:
3♥   The fourth suit, asking for further clarification rather than showing hearts. 

3NT  You are rather strong for this, bearing in mind that partner should have 16 at least HCP for 3♣ (a reverse).

4NT   This is OK if taken as a quantitative bid, but will partner take it as Blackwood? We think it should be quantitative. 

6NT   A bit optimistic, bearing in mind your partnership might have a misfitting 31 HCP.

AJK decision: 3♥, followed by a natural 4NT

15)
Love all



♠ A K Q J

South
West
North
East

♥ 8 5 4



1♣
P

♦ 6 4 3

1♠
P
3♣
P

♣ Q 8 7

?

Options:
3♠
Only a 4-card suit but a 4-3 fit might play very well with your spades so strong. Partner can always bid 3NT if that is right. 3♠ is forcing. If you were weak, you should pass.

3NT    This might well be the right contract, but if your partner has doubleton king in one of the major suits then 3NT will be best played by partner to protect that holding from the opening lead. It is possible that you might miss a slam, but at pairs you gain a lot of match points by bidding the highest scoring game. 

4♣     4♣ isn’t forcing, so 4♣ is an underbid.

4♠     3♠ is forcing so why be so unilateral?

4NT    Do you mean this as Blackwood? It seems unsound without a control in either major suit, and also rather an overbid. 

5♣     This will probably make, though it might score badly if ten tricks are there in 3NT
AJK decision: 3♠
16)
Love all



♠ 7

South
West
North
East

♥ 8 5 4

1♣
P
3NT
P

♦ A 7 6

?




♣ A K J 7 5 4

Options:
Pass   Aiming for the highest scoring game and risking the spades.

4♣ or 5♣   The spades might be wide open.

AJK decision: Pass

17)

Love all



♠ 8

South
West
North
East

♥ K Q 6

1♣
P
3NT
P

♦ K Q 5

?




♣ K 10 6 5 4 3

Options:
Pass   Pass is less attractive than in the previous example because your lack of aces suggests you will have to lose the lead before you can come to nine tricks.

4♣ or 5♣   The club game will be preferable to 3NT if there are insufficient spade stoppers to allow the clubs to be established.
AJK decision: 5♣
18)

North/South Vulnerable

♠ K 10 9 7 

South
West
North
East

♥ Q 4 3



1♥
1♠

♦ A Q 8

2NT
P
3♦
3♠

♣ 8 7 6


?

Options:

Pass
You might feel that you have had your say with 2NT. Partner will surely bid again. 

Double   No doubt you will beat 3♠, but you are unlikely to get a big enough penalty to compensate you for a vulnerable game.

3NT    You have the spades under control, but the lack of anything in clubs could be a problem. Still, it is normal to worry about the suit they have bid rather than the suit they haven’t bid. In view of the fact that East seems to have very good spades, East is likely to lead a spade.

4♥   
You have good 3-card support for partner’s 5-card suit and three very useful red suit cards.

AJK decision: 4♥
19)

Love all



♠ 9

South
West
North
East

♥ A 6 5 4

1♦
Dbl
1NT
P

♦ K Q J 10 8 7 3

?




♣ 9

Options:
2♦ /3♦/4♦/5♦   You are outgunned in HCP, and your opponents undoubtedly have a spade fit. Do you bid aggressively in diamonds and try to make life hard for them or do you bid more passively?

3NT   Presumably you mean this as an attempt to put West (who must be very strong) off  bidding spades. No doubt West will double and you must decide what to do then. 

AJK decision: 4♦
20)
East/West Vulnerable

♠ 9

South
West
North
East

♥ K Q 7 6 5




1♠

♦ 9

?




♣ A Q J 8 7 6

Options:
Double   What will you do if partner bids diamonds?  Note that a change of suit then suggests a strong single suited hand rather than a choice between the other two suits. 

2♣   This seems a bit of an underbid, but you are likely to get another chance because highly distributional hands are rarely passed  out at 2♣. Bid hearts next time.

2♥   Getting across your major suit.

3♣    The hand is certainly worth 3♣, but 3♣ is more likely than 2♣ to end the bidding, thus preventing you from showing your hearts. 

AJK decision: 2♣
21)
North/South Vulnerable

♠ A K Q

South
West
North
East

♥ J 6

1♣
P
1♠
P

♦ 8 6

?




♣ A K 6 4 3 2

Options:
2NT  This shows your point count, but even if no trumps is right it may be important for partner to play them.

3♣   Again this shows your values, but partner might pass, leading you to miss a spade game.

3♠   This should guarantee four spades. However a 1♠ response to 1♣ frequently has five spades because the bid uses up so much space so spades is quite likely to be the correct denomination.

AJK decision: 3♠. 

22)
North/South Game


♠ -

South
West
North
East

♥ Q J 8 7



1♣
Dbl

♦ 9 8 7 6 3

?




♣ K 8 7 6

Options:
1♥   This shows your major, but if your opponents pre-empt violently in spades you might find it hard to ever give club support without exaggerating your strength.

2♣   An underbid. If opponents double your partner’s opening suit bid and you have 4-card support it is usual to bid one level higher than you would do without the double.

3♣   The value bid, but you might miss a heart fit.

AJK decision: 3♣ 

23)

Game all



♠ 8

South
West
North
East

♥ K Q 10 8 7 5 4



1♠
2♣

♦ K 5 4 3

2♥
3♣
3♦
4♣

♣ 9 

?

Options:
4♦ /5♦  Showing support. If partner has the right cards then 6♦ could be laydown.

4♥     Your major suit is very good and 4♥ might be the right contract even if partner has a singleton heart. Ten tricks in hearts score higher than eleven in diamonds.

AJK decision: 4♥
24)

North/South Vulnerable

♠ K Q 9 8 6

South
West
North
East

♥ -




4♥

♦ 6

?




♣ A Q J 8 7 6 3

Options:
4♠   If you don’t bid it you can hardly expect partner to do so. 4♠ could be a very silly contract but if you are doubled you might well run to 5♣.

5♣   Less likely to result in a silly result than 4♠, in as far as your clubs are longer and stronger than your spades.

AJK decision: 4♠
25)
East/West vulnerable

♠ A

South
West
North
East

♥ A J 8

1♣
1♠
Dbl
3♠

♦ A 7 6

? 




♣ A J 7 6 5 3

Double is a ‘negative’ double, showing four hearts,

Options:
Double.  Do you mean it as penalty? Most expert pairs would play it as showing a strong, balanced hand nowadays. You won’t get very rich doubling 3♠ for penalties but +200 may score  well.

3NT  You have a spade stopper, but you won’t be able to hold it up.

4♣    You have six clubs.

4♥    Playing in a 4-3 fit at the four level might work well if partner’s hearts are strong, but it could be a disaster if partner’s hearts are weak.

AJK decision: Double 

26)
Love all



♠ A K 8 7 6

South
West
North
East

♥ Q 5 4

1♠
2♣
Dbl
P

♦ K 10 7 6

?




♣ 7

Double is a ‘negative’ double, showing four hearts.

Options:
2♦   Showing your second suit.

2♥   Prepared to try playing in the 4-3 fit, which might work quite well as you can trump their suit (clubs) in the hand with short hearts.

2♠   This shows your 5-card suit, but if you rebid 2♦ your partner will also assume you have five spades.

AJK decision: 2♥
27)

Love all



♠ Q 10 8 7 6

South
West
North
East

♥ 8 4


1♠
Dbl
P

♦ Q 4 3 2

?




♣ 8 7

Options:
Pass   Your spades are too weak.

1NT   This might be the best contract, but partner will assume you have at least five good points for this bid and you might end up too high.

2♦    The safe option.

AJK decision: 1NT

28)

North/South Vulnerable

♠ J 7 6 5 4

South
West
North
East

♥ 10 4 3


1♣
P

♦ K 8

1♠
2♥
3♦
P

♣ A 7 6

?

Options:
3♥    A cue bid of their suit asks partner to bid 3NT with a stopper. This will get you to 3NT if that is right If partner has 3-card spade support partner can bid 4♠, leading to the correct contract of 4♠.  

3♠   You have five of them.

4♣   Partner has shown a strong hand with at least five clubs and four diamonds. Your hand is very well suited to a club contract. Partner is likely to be weak either in hearts or in spades. 3NT could be the wrong contract even if partner has a heart stopper.

AJK decision: 3♥
29)

North/South Vulnerable

♠ A 7 6 5 4

South
West
North
East

♥ 10 4 3



1♣
P

♦ Q 8

1♠
2♥
3♦
P

♣ A J 9

?

Options:
3♥    Again looking for 3NT or 4♠, with a fallback position on 5♣
3♠    Looking for 4♠.

4♣   Your hand is very suited to clubs and 6♣ is far more likely than in the previous example because of your extra strength.

5♣    Unnecessary because 4♣ is forcing.

AJK decision: 4♣
30)
North/South Vulnerable

♠ -

South
West
North
East

♥ A 8 5 3 2



1♦
Dbl

♦ Q 7 6 4 3

?            



♣ A K J

Options:
1♥   Looking for a heart fit

2NT  This is a conventional bid, showing at least a good raise to 3♦. It is the only forcing bid available.

5♦/6♦  Not very scientific, but if you bid it quickly there is less room for non vulnerable opponents to find their spade fit and sacrifice.

AJK decision: 6♦
31)
Game all



♠ K 8

South
West
North
East

♥ Q 5

1♦
P
2♣
P

♦ A J 10 8 4 

3♣
P
3♦
P

♣  A 9 7 2

?

Options:
Pass  This might be a winner, but most experts play 3♦ as forcing nowadays.

3♠   This shows your sure stopper, though it might not be a sure stopper if partner plays the contract in 3NT and the lead comes through your hand.

3NT  A typical duplicate pairs gamble. Let them guess the winning opening lead, if there is one.

4♦/5♦   This gives up on 3NT. Perhaps 3NT is too much to hope for as partner seems to have at most four cards in the major suits.

AJK decision: 3NT

32)

North/South Vulnerable

♠ K J 8 7 6

South
West
North
East

♥ J 9 7 6 5



1♦
P

♦ A

1♠
2♥
3♣
P

♣ K Q

?

Options:
3♦   Not as stupid as it looks. Partner is likely to be short in hearts and hence long in the minor suits. Your minor suit cards will be a pleasant surprise for partner.

3♥   A general forcing bid. 3♥ allows partner to easily show 3-card spade support. However it probably gives up on 3NT as partner’s response is likely to bypass 3NT.

3NT  It should make, though 4♠ or 6♣/6♦/6♠  may well be better. This is a practical bid in that it avoids confusion, which is always a good selling point.

3♠   This shows your fifth spade and should be forcing.

AJK decision: 3♥
33)
Game all



♠ 8

South
West
North
East

♥ A 10 9 5 4 3

1♥
P
2♦
P

♦ K 8 7

2♥
P
3♣
P

♣ A J 8

?

Options:
3♦   Partner has at least five diamonds and four clubs. Your hand has excellent cards for a diamond contract. 3♦ is forcing. With doubleton heart support partner can bid 3♥ over 3♦.

3♥  Showing your sixth heart and paving the way for 4♥ if that is correct.

4♦  Stressing your diamonds. With 3♦ being forcing maybe this is unnecessary.

 AJK decision: 3♦
34)
Game all



♠ A J 9 7 6 5

South
West
North
East

♥ 8

 


1♥

♦ A 8 7

1♠
P
2♣
P

♣ K 8 7

?

Options:
Pass  Nowadays a change of suit after an overcall is usually played as forcing. Even if you can pass 2♣, surely your hand is worth 3♣.

2♠   Stressing your sixth spade.

3♣   Showing your good club support. Partner should have at least five good clubs. Partner may pass 3♣, but if partner decides to bid on over 3♣  partner can continue with 3♠ with doubleton spade support so 3♣ may not lose a 6-2 spade fit.

AJK decision:  3♣ 

35)
Game all



♠ 9

South
West
North
East

♥ A Q 4 3

1♣
P
1♦
P

♦ K J 7

1♥
P
2NT
P

♣ A Q J 7 6

?

Options:
3♦   3♦ should be forcing and it certainly shows your 1-4-3-5 shape. 

3NT  Partner has a spade stopper.

4♦   Unnecessary if 3♦ is forcing.
AJK decision: 3♦
36)

Love all



♠ Q 10 5

South
West
North
East

♥ 8

   

1♦
3♠

♦ A J 8 7 6 5

?




♣ A 7 6

Options:
3NT   If you don’t bid 3NT you will never play in it even if it is right. However 3NT could be a stupid contract with 5♦ or even 6♦ making.

4♦/5♦  The normal action with good diamond support.

AJK decision: 3NT

