 The Negative Double     

If South opens l♦ and West overcalls l♠, North can make a penalty double if he is using traditional methods. The double is for penalties because South has already bid. The requirements for such a penalty double are so stringent as to make its use rare. North must not have four cards in his partner's suit or a good suit of his own and his spades must be very strong. It is not surprising that bridge players have sought after a more efficient use of this double! Such a use is easily found and is played by an increasing number of players. It rejoices under a suitably technological name, the NEGATIVE DOUBLE.
The Negative double is a takeout double, and its most important use is to compensate for the bid that the overcall has ruled out, namely l♥. It might seem that North can pass and wait for South to protect but North/South will have serious problems if East raises spades pre-emptively before they get together. This Negative double shows four hearts and opener will initially assume that responder has 7-10 points. If responder has only six points he can make such a double provided he is confident that he can cope with any rebid by opener. Equally there is nothing to stop responder from making a Negative double with far stronger hands in order to search for a 4-4 heart fit. He can then bid aggressively on the second round to clear up the misapprehension he has created.
(a)
South     West
North


(b)
South     West     North

      1♣/♦  
   1♥
           Dbl



1♣/♦
   1♥
      1♠


A Negative double emphasises the unbid major and a negative double of a 1-level overcall guarantees four cards in any unbid major, even if no space has been stolen. In auction (a) North is showing four spades. Therefore if North chooses to bid l♠ in preference to a Negative double (as in (b)) he has five spades.

(c)
South     West
North


(d)
South     West     North

     1♣
   1♦
           Dbl



1♥
   1♠
      Dbl


Sequence (c) has two unbid majors. The Negative double should guarantee a four card holding in both of them.
If both majors have been bid North's double should show both minors or one minor and heart tolerance (so that he can retreat to 2♥ if South bids the wrong minor).

 (e)
♠ 8 6 3
♥ A 6 

♦ K 6 4 3

♣ 10 8 4 3

 (f)
♠ 8 6 3
♥ A 6 2
♦ K 6 4 3

♣ 9 5 2

North could have (e) or (f) for auction (d). With (e) he will happily pass a minor rebid by South. With (f) he will pass 2♦ or convert 2♣ to 2♥. 

You can play Negative doubles up to any level and it is common to play them up to 2♠.

South

West

North

(g)
1♦

2♣

Dbl

(h)
1♠

2♣

Dbl

(i)
1♣

2♠

Dbl

The higher the level of the overcall, the more points you need for a Negative double. In sequences (g) and (h) North/South are very likely to find a playable spot at the two level, hence North can double with as little as six points if he has a particularly suitable shape.

(j)
♠ K 7 6 3
♥ J 8 6 4
♦ Q 7 4
♣ 9 7

(k)
♠ K 7 6 3
♥ Q J 8 6 
♦ 4

♣ 9 7 3 2

North could well hold hand (j) for sequence (g). He has both majors and a good fit for South's diamonds. However reverse the diamond and club holdings and he should pass. As always, a marginal bid is more attractive if you are prepared for all outcomes. Counting points is no substitute for common sense.

  However with hand (k) North should pass as he would hardly welcome a 2♦ rebid.

The Negative double in sequence (i) forces the bidding to the three level, therefore North should have at least nine points.
Responses to a Negative double

When the double guarantees a known suit, opener tries to make the rebid he would have made if responder had bid that suit. Suppose South opens l♦, West overcalls l♥ and North doubles (showing four spades).

(l)
♠ K J 7 4


(m)
♠ K J 7 4

(n)
♠ 8 7



♥ 8 7




♥ J 7



♥ A Q 5



♦  A K 9 8 7



♦ A K 9 8 7


♦ A K 9 8 7



♣  J 3




♣  K 7



♣ Q 9 8

(o)
♠  Q 7



(p)
♠ Q 7 5 



♥  A Q 5



♥ 9 8 5



♦  A K 9 8 7



♦ A K Q 7



♣  Q J 8



♣  A J 3

Holding hand (l) South would have raised a l♠ response to 2♠, a minimum spade bid. The minimum spade bid available now is l♠.   Hand (m) would have qualified for a jump rebid in spades, so South jumps to 2♠. Hands (n) and (o) are ideal for no trump rebids, 1NT and 2NT respectively. Inevitably some hands give a headache, for instance hand (p). South would happily have rebid INT without the intervention but after the l♥ overcall the lack of a heart guard rules out that bid. l♠ seems the least flawed rebid.
When the double doesn't guarantee a suit South may have to improvise. Suppose the auction starts like in (q).

(q)
South

West

North

East



1♦

2♣

Dbl

P


?

North’s double shows at least one major suit: probably both if he is weak.

With hand i) South should prefer 2♠ to 2♦, after all North should have anticipated such a rebid when he made the double. Similarly 3♠ would be correct with hand (m). If North doesn’t hold four spades he should be strong enough to correct to a sensible contract.

The Negative Free Bid

(r) 
South
West
North  East

(s)
South  West  North
East

    
1♦
1♠
2♥



1♦
 1♠    
Dbl
P









2♦
  P
2♥

North’s 2♥ bid in ® is forcing. The negative double does allow North to introduce a good suit at the two level in a non-forcing way. In (s) North initially doubles, then he introduces his own heart suit. This is called a negative free bid and is not forcing 

(t)
♠ 8 6

♥ Q J 10 8 7 6
♦ K 6

♣ J 10 4
North wants to make a penalty double.
If you had exchanged the penalty double for this new "takeout" double the gain would have far outweighed the loss. However you haven't lost the penalty double, indeed you have given yourself a new penalty double as South can choose to convert North's Negative double with a penalty pass. If North has a hand which is suitable for a penalty double he passes! This pass is virtually forcing on South. Consider the implications of an auction in which West overcalls South's l♣ opening with l♠ and North passes. North has either a weak hand or a penalty double of spades. South must cater for the penalty double unless he has such a strong holding in the overcaller's suit that North cannot have a penalty double. This is not quite as suicidal as it sounds. If South has a minimum opening bid then the failure of East/West to bid beyond l♠ marks North with some values. Note that East cannot make a trap pass with a strong hand in the hope of catching South. If South's spade holding allows him to pass East would then have a tough time explaining the resulting missed game to West!
 (u)
♠ K J 7 2


(v)
♠ K Q 7

(w)
♠ 7



♥ Q 8




♥ Q 4 3


♥ 9 8



♦  J 7




♦ J 7



♦ A J 8 6



♣ A K 8 7 5



♣ A K 8 7 5


♣ K Q J 10 9 6

(x)
♠ 7



(y)
♠ 7 4 



♥ K 8 7 5



♥ K 8 6 5



♦  A 7 6



♦ A 8



♣ K Q J 7 5



♣ K Q J 7 5

If South holds (u) or (v) his spade holding makes it virtually impossible that North has a hand suitable for a penalty double of a l♠ overcall. Since the only other possibility is a weak hand South can pass with a clear conscience.
Holding (w) South suspects that North is hoping to hear a reopening double and is planning to convert it with a penalty pass. However, with so little defensive strength, he is not prepared to accept such a penalty double Therefore, he must not reopen with a double. His correct rebid is 2♣. He certainly cannot pass as North may be very strong indeed!
With x) or y) South reopens with a takeout double. If North has a hand suitable to make a penalty pass, South will be content.

Criteria for a penalty pass 
Firstly he must hold good quality intermediate cards in the suit. If North has about ten points including ♥ K J 9 8 5 West is going to have a pretty torrid time. Any finesses he tries in the trump suit will fail and no doubt South will take every opportunity to push a trump through West's exposed hand. This is an ideal suit for a penalty double. Change North's holding to ♥ A K 4 3 or even   ♥ A K 4 3 2 and North should prefer to bid no trumps at an appropriate level. Despite having three extra points in hearts he only has two tricks in the suit. West probably has ♥ Q J 10 9 8 6 and will patiently draw North's tiny trumps.

Secondly North should not have good support for his partner's suit:

z)   ♠ J 2    ♥ K Q 10 4    ♦ J 7 4    ♣ A 9 7 4

If North has hand (z) he would do better to bid 3♣ or 2NT than double the l♥ overcall. The penalty double looks attractive but if he leads the ♣A, dummy produces four smail clubs and West ruffs, the contract may make with an 'overtrick. Four of his points and six of South's (the ♣ K Q J) will take no tricks. The more cards that North has in South's suit, the more likely this unpleasant turn of events becomes. Exchange North's spade and club holdings and a penalty double becomes far more attractive. Summing up, the fewer cards you have in partner's suit, the more attractive you should find a penalty double of the opponents' suit.

Thirdly North's hand should have no obvious alternative contract.

(a)   ♠ K Q J 10 8    ♥ K Q 10 4    ♦ 8 7    ♣ 9 7

If he holds (a) he should bid his excellent spade suit before contemplating a penalty double of hearts at the one level. If South has a spade fit the spades may be useless in defence.

Quiz on Negative Doubles

At game all the auction starts like this: What should North call with these hands?

South
West
North


1♦
2♣
?

(a)
♠  A 8 5 3


(b)
♠ K Q 8 7

(c)
♠ A J 6 4



♥  Q 9 6 3



♥ J 10 8 6


♥ 8 7 5



♦  Q 5




♦ 7 6 4


♦ A J 8 6



♣  9 6 4



♣  5 2 



♣ 9 7

(d)
♠ J 8 6 4


(e)
♠ A 8 5 3

(f)
♠ A Q 9 8 5 3



♥ 9 8 5



♥ Q 9 5 3


♥ 5 4 3



♦  A J 6



♦ 5



♦ 9 6  



♣ 9 8 5



♣  9 6 4 2


♣ 5 2

(g)
♠ A 9 8 6


(h)
♠ K 7 5 3

(i)
♠ K 8 6 5


♥ 9 8 5



♥ A Q 9 7 5


♥ Q 9 7 5 4



♦ 5 




♦ J 5 3



♦ J 5 3



♣ K Q 10 7 6



♣ 6 



♣ 9

Answers to Quiz

a) Double, and pass if South makes any minimum rebid.

b) Double. You only have six points but you can happily pass any rebid.

c) Double. Then raise 2♦ to 3♦, give preference to 3♦ over 2♥ or raise 2♠ to 3♠.

d) 2♦. Your hand is too weak to investigate the spade fit with a Negative double.
e)  Pass. A 2♦ rebid after a Negative double would embarrass you.

f)  Double. Then 2♠. A negative free bid. 

g)  Pass. Waiting, like a vulture, for a reopening double!

h) 2♥. You are strong enough to bid this hand naturally

i) Double. You are not strong enough to investigate a 5-3 heart fit but a Negative double should enable you to find a playable spot.

