TEAMS OF FOUR (2) 

The IMP (International Match Point) scale

You are playing Teams-of-Four. You are playing North/South and have made 3NT for +600. When you compare with your East/West team-mates you find they have defeated 3NT for +100. Your team’s overall aggregate score is +700. If you are scoring by IMPs, as is usually the case, this translates to +12 IMPs on the scale in diagram A.

  On the next hand you play in 3( as North/South (+110) and your team-mates defend 3( as East/West and let through an overtrick (-130). Your team score is –20 which is –1  IMP.

  Note that 700 is 35 times as much as 20, but when translated to the IMP scale the resulting 12 IMPs is only 12 times as much as 1 IMP. This is because as you go up the IMP scale the gaps become wider. The effect is to condense the effect of any one freak board, but give suitable weighting to the importance of making your contract rather than taking risks for overtricks.    

Diagram A

Difference in points
IMPs

20-40


1

50-80


2

90-120

3

130-160

4

170-210

5

220-260

6

270-310

7

320-360

8

370-420

9

430-490

10

500-590

11

600-740

12

750-890

13

900-1090

14

1100-1290

15

1300-1490

16

1500-1740

17

1750-1990

18

2000-2240

19

2250-2490

20

2500-2990

21

3000-3490

22

3500-3990

23

4000 upwards
24

In this seminar I look at the implication of this IMP scale for bidding slams and games. 

When is it worth bidding grand slams?

Team A bids a vulnerable small slam: 6( making an overtrick for 1460. Their opponents at the other table bid a grand slam, 7( for 2210. Team B have gained 750 aggregate points or 13 IMPs.

  On the next hand team A bids 6( for 1430. Team B again tries the grand, this time –100. Team A have gained 1530 aggregate points, or 17 IMPs.

     The same calculation when not vulnerable would give a similar result. You stand to lose more by bidding a failing grand slam than you stand to gain by bidding a making grand slam.

    In theory you need the grand slam to almost  60% to make it worthwhile. That means that you shouldn’t bid a grand slam which depends on a finesse or on a 2-2 trump break, but if all you need is a 3-2 break that is within the odds.

However all this assumes that your opponents are in a small slam. Consider the hands in diagram B after auction 1:

Diagram B

West


East

( K Q 7 5

( A J 6 3 2

( A 8 6 5

( K Q J

( A 7 


( 9 2

( A 4 2

(  K 7 5

Auction 1

West
East

1(
1(
3(
4(
4(
4NT

5(
5(
6(
7(


4( and 4( were cue bids. 4NT was Roman Key Card Blackwood, and the 5( response showed four key cards: three aces and the (K. 5( enquired about the (Q and 6( confirmed West had it, but denied any other king.

  At this point East, who was a good player, tried to picture West’s hand. If West had 5 hearts then East could count 13 tricks: 5 spades, 5 hearts, the (A and (A K, hence he bid the grand slam. When dummy produced only four hearts the grand slam had no chance. 

  This hand was particularly demoralising for their team-mates because the other team had feebly subsided in 4(. If East had passed 6( they would have gained 13 IMPs for +1430 against –680. As it was they lost 13 IMPS for  –680 and –100. Even if the grand slam had made they would have only gained 17 IMPs for +2210 and –710. In practice chasing the extra 4 IMPs had cost 26 IMPs!  

You would be surprised at how often this happens! I have been delighted to bid an excellent grand slam, only to fail on a bad break and to find that cautious opponents didn’t venture beyond game. My philosophy now is that I only bid grand slams if I can count thirteen tricks!  Obviously the strength of your opponents will influence your decision. If your opponents are good players and can be relied upon to bid the small slam you will be more inclined to risk a 60% grand slam than if your opponents are liable to make a complete mess of the hand.

When is it worth bidding small slams?

This time we will do the calculations non-vulnerable, though we come to identical conclusions if vulnerable.

Team A bid and make 6(, scoring 980. Team B bid 4( + 2 for +480. Team A gain 11 IMPs for + 500.

Team A bid 6( and go one off, scoring –50. Team B make 4( + 1 for +450. Team B gain 11 IMPs for +500.

  Thus if you consistently bid 50% slams you will neither gain nor lose over a long period of time.

I must admit that if I play a match against team who I consider to be inferior I am perfectly happy to neither gain nor lose IMPs on slam hands. Generally speaking the better team will expect to gain on card play and defence, and in the areas of tight competitive bidding and bringing home thin game contracts. The thing they fear is a series of slams that depend on finesses, which introduces an uncontrollable random element.

Finally, which slam should you bid? Suppose partner opens 1NT and I hold the hands below: 

Hand C

Hand D 

( A Q 7 5

( A Q 7 5

( K J 7 6

( K Q 7 6

( A 5


( A Q

( A J 5

(  A J 5

With Hand C I will look for a 4-4 fit, which might be worth a twelfth trick.

With Hand D my reasoning is different. We have between 34 and 36 high card points. If I feel I have the mechanism to investigate a grand slam I might look for a 4-4 fit. Otherwise I will settle for 6NT. The reasoning is that when I have so many points the only likely danger to my contract is finding a 4-4 fit and running into a really bad trump break, or suffering a ruff.   

When is it worth bidding borderline game contracts?

In the calculations made below I assume that when considering a borderline game you will either succeed or go one off, and that you won’t be doubled. If you overbid to stupid games and get doubled the calculations look very different.

Non Vulnerable

Team A bid and make 4(, scoring 420. Team B bid 3( + 1 for +170. Team A gain 6   IMPs for + 250.

Team A bid 4( and go one off, scoring –50. Team B make 3(   for +140. Team B gain 5  IMPs for +190.

  Thus you should be aiming to bid 50% games if not vulnerable.

Vulnerable

Team A bid and make 4(, scoring 620. Team B bid 3( + 1 for +170. Team A gain 10  IMPs for + 450.

Team A bid 4( and go one off, scoring –100. Team B make 3(   for +140. Team B gain 6  IMPs for +240.

  Thus you should be aiming to bid 40% games if vulnerable.

It is in the area of bidding and making borderline games, particularly when vulnerable that the good team expects to gain.  

When you are not vulnerable you can afford to exercise some judgement. When vulnerable, if in any doubt bid game!

To see the effect of this need to bid thin vulnerable games look what happened when the layout in diagram E occurred in a match between expert teams.

Diagram E

West


East

( 10 4


( 8 6 5 4 3

( K J 10 7 4 2
( Q 9 3

( K Q 3

( 4

(  K 4


(  A Q 3 2

Auction F

West

East

1(

1(
2(

4(
Both East/West pairs bid as in auction F. Both East players reasoned as follows:

1)  Because 2( uses up so much space over the 1( response it virtually guarantees 6 hearts.

2)  If East raised 2( to 3( then West would not be in a position to raise to judge whether or not to continue to 4(. After the 1( response West would inevitably regard a singleton spade as evidence of a misfit, whereas a singleton spade in West’s hand would be good news to East. 

3)  East’s hand could be regarded as only seven-and-a-half losers.

Now it is my guess that very few club players would find the jump to 4(. Many would pass (only 8 points partner), a few intrepid ones would raise to 3(. In a sense they would be right because there are four top losers but look what happened in practice.

One North led the (J. Declarer cashed (K A Q discarding a spade and set up a diamond ruff in dummy. 4( made.

The other North led a trump (from a doubleton) to South’s (A. South (who had (A Q 9) didn’t know there were three more top tricks to be cashed. Indeed South feared establishing dummy’s spades and not unreasonably returned his second trump. Again 4( made.

This is typical of top class bridge. 4( would have been excellent if West had the (A rather than (K Q. However it still made at both tables even with four top losers without any defender making an obvious error. There is another point here. In these borderline game contracts defending is far more stressful and difficult than being declarer. I much prefer a gentle opponent who only bids obvious contracts to one who continually puts me under pressure. Playing a long match against a team who bid every thin game in sight is not easy!

Which Game Should I bid?

In pairs you have to consider which game scores best. 3NT + an overtrick scores better than 5( or 5(, hence you tend to avoid minor suit games. At teams any making game is satisfactory, however I am going to quote from Bob Hamman, one of the best players in the world.

Hamman’s Law:

If you have a choice of options and 3NT is one of them, choose 3NT.

The reason for this is that the contract where it is easiest to get away with murder is 3NT. If you play in a 3NT contract which is dubious because of a weak suit, they might not find the best lead. On the other hand if you choose 4( and find that the trump suit is unsatisfactory, the problem won’t go away. Let me give a few examples:

Suppose your partner opens 1NT and you have hand G or H.

Hand G

Hand H

( A Q 5 4

( A Q 5 4

( A 4


( A Q 

( Q 10 3 2

( Q 10 3 2

(  7 4 3

(  K 6 5

With Hand G I would use Stayman. I might need the security of a 4-4 spade fit to make game. Hand H is considerably stronger. I cannot imagine 3NT failing, and indeed the greatest threat to my making a game contract is to find a 4-4 spade fit and either run into a cross-ruff, or a bad trump break. When you have 29 points or more, unless you intend to look for a slam you should stop looking for a 4-4 fit and play in 3NT unless one suit is obviously very weak.  

Finally look at diagram I, and the highly unsuccessful auction J that the players produced at the table.

Diagram I

West


East

( A K 5 3 2

( 9 

( A 9 6 4 3

( 5 2

( A 9


( K Q J 6 5

( A


( J 10 7 4 3

Auction J

West

East

1(

1NT

3(

3NT

4( 

West argued that he hadn’t showed his fifth heart and that East could have 3-card support. He should have applied ‘Hamman’s Law’ and passed 3NT. It is frequently the case that you are faced with the problem that you can only show your full distribution by bypassing 3NT. Unless you are strong enough to cope with the consequences it is generally a losing tactic.

