Overcalls

The difference between opening and overcalling

In deciding whether or not you should open the bidding your main criterion is your point count. You may decide to open with a shapely eleven points but unless your hand is severely devalued by an unattractive feature such as a singleton king you will not pass with 13 points. The logic behind this is that if both partners pass with 13 points "game" hands may be passed out. However once your opponents have opened the bidding the probability of your side buying the contract diminishes and the factors which govern your decision whether to intervene must reflect this. An overcall has to cater as well as possible for three very different distributions of the remaining points. They can be summarised as follows:
D1) Your side has the majority of points. You will either outbid the opposition or double their contract.
D2) Your opponents have the majority of points. They can outbid you but your overcall might suggest a profitable defence to partner. Alternatively your partner might be able to find a cheap sacrifice bid over their final contract.

D3) The points are evenly split. It is likely that each side can make a part score if its chosen suit is trumps, Indeed it is even possible that both sides can make game! In this case you do not want to sell out cheaply. Your opponents might outbid you but sometimes you will have succeeded in pushing them too high.
Each of these distributions makes its own demands on the use of the overcall. Clearly Dl) means that you must not pass with a very strong hand. Equally D2) indicates that if you have a strong suit you should try to bid it for lead directing reasons, even if your hand is weak. D3) is best served by adopting a positive attitude, aware of danger but willing to take reasonable risks to enter the bidding. The principles outlined here try to harmonise these conflicting needs. You will find that if your opponents open first there are many hands with up to 15 points that you must pass because they do not fit into any available defensive bid. This does not result in missed games because the two defenders are allocated very different roles. Suppose that South opens l♥. The first defender to speak is West (known as the IMMEDIATE hand because he speaks immediately after the opener). The last defender to have the chance to speak (if North passes) is East. He is known as the PROTECTIVE hand for good reason. West may have been forced to pass with quite a respectable hand. East cannot afford that luxury. He must try to dredge up a bid if he has ten points to protect his partner's possible strength. All defensive bids promise less when they are made by a protective hand. Here, what I say applies only to the immediate hand.
Overcalling a suit bid with your own suit

Provided you have a strong suit you can make a one level overcall with a hand which is weaker than an opening bid by as much as a king. If your partner opens the bidding and you are on lead (your opponents having bought the contract) you tend to lead his suit unless you have an alternative that is clearly better. If, on the other hand, partner has overcalled and you fail to lead his suit you had better have a very good excuse ready for the post mortem. This should weigh heavily upon you when you are deciding whether to overcall. Ask yourself whether you want him to lead from a holding like K x in your suit. Consider these hands:

(a)     ♠ J 9 6 5 3        ♥ A Q        ♦ Q 9 7      ♣ Q 7 4

(b)     ♠ A Q 10 9 6     ♥ 8 6         ♦ K 5 3      ♣ 9 7 4

Suppose as West you hold a) and you hear South open l♣. You certainly do not want a lead from partner's ♠ K x. It is far too likely to waste a trick! You can pass with the knowledge that if North also passes, East will be aware of your problem.

Hand b) is two points weaker but the spades are much healthier. In the (quite likely) event that your partner has to make the opening lead you are very keen to guide him towards a spade. This hand comfortably fulfils the requirements for a minimum overcall of l♠ over l♣. Such an overcall at the one level shows roughly 8-17 high card points, occasionally fewer if you have strong tactical reasons. If your hand is at the bottom end of this range your suit should be particularly good. Ron Klinger gives the following ‘suit quality’ criterion:

Count the number of cards in the suit. Add the number of honours, but only count the ten or the jack if there is a higher honour present. The total is your Suit Quality

In hand (a) the suit quality of the spades is just 5.

In hand (b) the suit quality of the spades is 8 (5 + 3).

If you are considering a one-level minimum overcall (ie with 8, 9 or 10 high card points) your suit quality should be at least 7.

An overcall at the two level is a little bit stronger, perhaps 10 (if you have a good six card suit) - 17 high card points at equal vulnerability.
There are two other criteria when you are considering a borderline overcall.

Firstly there is the vulnerability. You should bear in mind that if you overstep the limits of prudence your opponents are well placed to double you for penalties (whether or not they are playing negative doubles). Paradoxically some of the most profitable penalties are available against low-level contracts when a defender has taken a risk, only to find his partner with a complete misfit. At RED vulnerability you should err on the side of caution. Conversely you can be a little more frisky at GREEN vulnerability.
Secondly, an overcall made with sparse values can be doubly effective if it uses up a lot of bidding space. If you overcall a l♣ opening with l♠ you blot out the diamond and heart suits at the one level. Unless your opponents are playing negative doubles they will find it hard to discover a 4-4 heart fit. Alternatively, unless they have discussed their methods thoroughly, they may have a misunderstanding and arrive in a poor 4-3 fit. If you make an overcall that bypasses one or two suits (particularly a major) you put pressure on opponents. Be prepared to lend them a little rope!! It is amazing how effective a pre-empt at the one level can be.

Action By Overcaller's Partner

Throughout this section we will consider the options available to East after the following start to the auction:

South    West    North    East

1♣          1♠        No       ?

We will assume that neither side is vulnerable, hence West holds roughly the values previously stated. The bids suggested would also be suitable if both sides were vulnerable. It is the relative vulnerability that counts.
If East intends to support West's suit he assumes that West has playing strength roughly equivalent to a very light Acol opening bid (about 8 losers). If East can see a misfit he must be aware that West's high card values could be considerably less than those required for a minimum opening bid, and that the playing strength that persuaded West to overcall may be useless. Thus he must tread cautiously. If only North/South are vulnerable East will allow for West holding perhaps two points less. Conversely if only East /West are vulnerable East will expect a slightly stronger hand.
Obviously if a pair chooses to lower significantly the strength required for an overcall, they must also change the behaviour of the overcaller's partner.
East supports West's suit

The Unassuming Cue Bid

You are East, holding hand (i). Only your opponents are vulnerable. The auction starts as in auction 1. What is your bid? 

Hand (i)

( K J 4 2
( 8 6

( Q 10 9 3
(  7 3 2

Auction 1

South
West
North
East

1(
1(
P
?

You have a total of at least 9 spades, making it is exactly the sort of hand where it is quite possible that you can make 9 tricks in your chosen suit, spades, and they can make 9 tricks in their chosen suit. Moreover, unless your partner has four hearts, they must have an 8-card heart fit which they have not yet located.

When this hand was dealt the points were not divided 50-50 between the two sides. The layout was as shown in diagram A. East/West would have been one off in 3( but North/South could easily make an overtrick in 4(. Auction 2 showed what happened. 

Diagram A
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Auction 2

South
West
North
East

1(
1(
P
3(
Dbl
P
4(
All Pass

Don’t waste energy criticising North/South’s bidding. Instead you should give credit to East whose pre-emptive 3( effort put his opponents under great pressure. This sort of hand demonstrates why experts want more and more pre-emptive bids at their disposal. However East clearly could not bid 3( if West would have taken it as a game try. So how would East have made a game try in spades? The answer is to bid your opponent’s suit.

After your partner has made an overcall, a bid of the opener’s suit agrees your partner’s suit and is a game try. It is called an Unassuming cue-bid (UCB).  

Diagram B

West


East

( A Q 10 5 4

( K J 6

( 9 3 2

( K 7

( K 7 2

( A 9 6 5

( Q 6


( 8 4 3 2

Auction 3 

South
West
North
East
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P
2(
P
2(
All Pass

In diagram B/auction 3 East’s 2( agrees spades and is a mild game try. West’s 2( rejects the game try.

Diagram C

West


East

( A Q 10 5 4

( K J 6

( 9 3 2

( K 7

( K 7 2

( A J 6 5

( Q 6


(  K 4 3 2

Auction  4

South
West
North
East
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P
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P
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P
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P
4(
All Pass

In diagram C/auction 4 West initially rejects East’s game try but East makes one final try with 3(. West is now worth a fourth spade, though you will see that the success of contract is far from guaranteed

Diagram D

West


East

( A Q 10 5 4
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( A 3 2

( K 7

( K 7 2

( A 9 6 5

( 10 6


( 8 4 3 2

Auction  5

South
West
North
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1(
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P
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P
4(
All Pass

In diagram D/auction 5 West accepts the game try with 3(. For simplicity I suggest that you play that if West bypasses 2-of-the-trump-suit then the auction becomes game forcing.

It makes sense to also play a similar system if your partner opens and your right-hand opponent overcalls.

Auction 6

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
3(


Auction 7

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
3(
In auction 6 North’s 3( shows a hand genuinely worth a raise to 3(. I suspect that some readers play 3( as ‘asking for a heart stopper for no-trumps’ or ‘ showing half a heart stopper for no-trumps’, but you can easily cope with that sort of hand by making a negative double and maybe bidding 3( next time. In auction 7, North is showing a hand that would only be worth 2( but North wants to deprive his opponents of bidding space.  

East bids no trumps.

South    West    North    East

1♣         1♠        No        1NT

In this auction East shows at most two spades (frequently one or even none) and a guard in South's suit. Although East would assume that West had playing strength equivalent to a light opening bid (7.5 losers) if the partnership had a good fit, he is rather more wary of a likely misfit. West may have little more than eight high card points and his length in spades may well provide no extra tricks. Hence the values he needs to bid no trumps are somewhat higher than he would need to respond no trumps to an opening bid of l♠. It is generally accepted that a bid of INT shows 9-12 high card points, 2NT shows 13-14 high card points and a full 15 high card points are necessary to venture to 3NT. A good rule of thumb is that responder should bid one fewer in no trumps opposite an overcall than he would have done if his partner had opened the bidding.
East bids his own suit.
South    West    North    East

1♣         1♠        No        2♦

An entirely new suit by East has historically been played as non forcing. If you play 2♦ as not forcing East can bid 2♦ with (g):

(g)   ♠ 4       ♥ Q 8 7     ♦ A K J 8 7 5     ♣ 9 6 4

This contract is likely to play at least as well as l♠ and West will usually pass. If West does rebid 2♠, having heard that East strongly prefers diamonds, he will have very good spades. Alternatively if West has a maximum overcall and respectable diamond support he may make a game try by bidding 3♦.
  Replace East's club holding with ♣ A K 5 and he would jump to 3♦ over West's 1♠, This should be forcing for at least one round.

Nowadays many experts prefer to use a change of suit by overcaller’s partner as a one-round force. This is for your partnership to decide.
Other natural overcalls

If West jumps to 2♠ over South's l♥ he shows a hand that would open 1♠ and rebid 3♠ in an uncontested auction, about seven playing tricks. It is not forcing and shows a good six-card suit. Unless you adhere strictly to these narrow parameters partner will never know what to do. There are, of course, many hands with a good five or six card suit that are not suitable for a simple overcall or jump overcall. These are initially introduced with a takeout double.

A 1NT overcall by West over South's 1♥ opening bid shows 16-18 points and at least one guard in hearts. To bid no trumps in this position is very dangerous, hence the need for a considerably stronger hand than is required for a INT opening. If North has ten or more points he will make a penalty double, armed with the knowledge that his side has the balance of points. West will probably then find himself with few, if any, entries to dummy to take vital finesses. Note that since North will normally double with ten points, if instead he chooses to bid a suit over a INT overcall he denies ten points. The logic of this is that if North introduces a suit at the two level it is not forcing, showing a goodish suit but little else.
Apart from his point count West's main requirement for his INT overcall is his heart holding. He cannot allow weaknesses In other suits to worry him otherwise many strong hands will become unbiddable. Suppose he has (f):

(f)   ♠ 8      ♥ A Q 6 2       ♦ K Q 4 3          ♣ A Q 4 2 

He has no sensible alternative to overcalling South's l♥ with 1NT. Similarly it is sensible to overcall 1♥ with 1NT if you hold (g)

(g)  ♠ 8 6     ♥ A 6            ♦ A K Q J 7 6    ♣ 8 5 2

If East chooses to proceed, his bidding should have a similar structure to bidding over a INT opening bid, Stayman and sign-offs at the two level etc.

Finally, what if an opponent opens and you have a very strong hand. The answer is to double. Double of 1♥ followed by a spade bid shows a hand too strong to overcall 1♠. Double of 1♥ followed by the cheapest no-trump bid shows a hand too strong to overcall 1NT. Further exploration of this belongs in a seminar on doubling.

