
Overcalls — part 1
The term overcall refers to any 

bid by your side after an opponent 
has opened the bidding. Overcalls 
occur frequently, making them an 
important topic to discuss with your 
partners. Many new players have 
misconceptions about overcalls, 
however. Following are some 
guidelines on how to approach this 
topic.
Why overcall?

Overcalling offers several 
advantages. Bidding your suit 
interferes with the opponents’ 
exchange of information. Often 
it locates a fit and partner can 
continue the obstruction. Even if 
your suit doesn’t fit partner, he 
is now invited into the bidding 
to name his suit if he has an 
appropriate hand. Even if partner 
can’t respond after you overcall, he 
has a better idea of what to lead if 
your side defends.
Factors to consider

Some points to consider before 
making an overcall are your: (1) suit 
length, (2) suit strength, (3) general 
hand strength, (4) vulnerability and 
(5) level.

An overcall at the one level is 
usually based on a five-card (or 
longer) suit and doesn’t promise or 
deny an opening hand in high-card 
strength. After a 1  opening, most 
players would overcall 1  holding:

A Q 10 7 4  8 6 3  K 7 3  5 3.
You only have 9 HCP, but the suit 

is strong enough to qualify.
Suppose your suit is not as strong. 

With
J 7 6 5 4  8 6  A K 3  6 5 3,

most players would pass. Your suit 
is weak and you only have 8 HCP.

What about this hand:
J 7 5 K J 9 5 4 K J 4 3 7?
Most players would overcall 1  

at the one level. With the 9, your 
suit is strong enough. You have 
support for spades or diamonds if 
partner introduces either of those 
suits. If you defend, partner will be 
better placed. This is an example of 
a suit that is safe to overcall at the 
one level, but would be dangerous 
to bid at the two level after, for 
example, a 1  bid by RHO.
A myth

Many players have the mistaken 
idea that an overcall always shows 
less than an opening bid. These 
same players thus double with an 
opening hand, even if they do not 
have support for all three unbid 
suits. Most good players do not 
subscribe to this thinking, however, 
and overcall with fairly good hands 
as well as those that are less than 
opening strength.

Suppose you hold:
A K J 6 3  K 2  K 10 3  5 3

and hear your right-hand opponent 
open 1 . You should overcall 1 . 
Yes, you have an opening hand, 
but 1  does not deny that. If you 
double and partner responds 1 , 
you will now bid 1  and that 
shows a stronger hand. Doubling 
and bidding your own suit typically 
shows 18 or more HCP.
Questions and answers

Suppose your right-hand opponent 
opens 1  and you hold these 
hands. Would you overcall?
Example #1

Q 7 3  K Q 6 5 3  7 6 3  K 2
Answer: Bid 1 . You have a 

fairly good five-card suit and a 
smattering of values. If partner 

can’t raise you, at least he will 
have a better idea of what to do on 
defense. Beside guiding the opening 
lead, he is more likely to figure out 
your distribution if you overcall.
Example #2

K Q 3  10 7 6 5 3  A 6 3  5 2
Answer: You should pass. You 

have a bad suit and only 9 HCP. If 
you pass, perhaps partner can act 
and then you’ll have a better idea 
how to proceed.
Example #3

K Q 3  J 7 6 5 3  A 6 3  K 2
Answer: This one is a toss-up. 

Some players would overcall 1 , 
even with a bad suit. You have 12 
HCP and a well-placed K. Purists 
would pass, however, because of the 
suit quality. You and your partner 
should decide which camp you are 
in. Are the advantages of getting 
in the bidding worth the downside 
of bidding a bad suit? The most 
important thing is that the two of 
you are on the same wavelength. 
Example #4

K Q 3  A K 7 6 5  A 6 3  4 2
Answer: Bid 1 . Yes, you have a 

good hand. Yes, you have secondary 
support for spades and diamonds. 
If you double, however, and partner 
bids 1 , you will want to bid 2 , 
and that shows a stronger hand than 
this one. Doubling and bidding your 
own suit should be reserved for a 
powerhouse.
Example #5

K 4 3  A 4  K Q J 9 6  7 4 2
Answer: Bid 1  — this is a 

classic overcall. Even though 
you have 13 HCP, do not double. 
Remember the myth discussed 
above. You have only two cards in 
the heart suit and a double promises 
better support than that. Your 
diamond suit is strong. Go ahead 
and bid it.

Overcalling at the two level and 
how to respond to overcalls will be 
covered next month. Stay tuned. 
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Overcalls – part 2
Overcalls at the one-level were 

discussed last month. An overcall 
interferes with your opponents’ 
bidding, invites partner into the 
auction and helps your partner on 
defense.
Responding with support

Your partner overcalls and you have 
at least three-card support — how 
should you proceed? Raising partner 
is the first priority. Here are some 
guidelines:
1. Make a simple raise with 6 to 10 

support points. Support points refer 
to high-card points plus points 
added for distribution.

2. With11-plus support points, cuebid 
the suit the opponent opened.

3. With 4 to 6 support points and four 
or more trumps, make a preemptive 
jump raise.

Example #1:
Suppose you hold:
K 5 2  10 6 5  A 10 4 2  J 4 3

and it’s your turn to bid:
 West North East South
 1  1  Pass ?

You have support for partner, so bid 
2 . It’s true that you have diamonds 
stopped, but don’t bid 1NT. It’s 
more important to show partner your 
support.
Example #2:

You hold,
K 6 4 2  K 10 6  A 9 4 2  4 3,

 West North East South
 1  1  Pass ?
Bid 2 . You have 10 HCP plus one 
point for your doubleton club. Your 11 
support points is a limit raise.
Example #3:

Suppose your hand is stronger:
K 7 4 2  A K 4  A 4  J 4 3 2.

 West North East South
 1  1  Pass ?

Again cuebid 2 . This promises 
a limit raise, but may be better.
Example #4:

What if you have good support, 
but you are weak? You hold,

K 10 4 2 4 2 10 4  Q 7 5 4 2.
Bid 3 . This is preemptive and 

weak. You have the requisite four 
trumps. Your hand is weak in terms 
of HCP (and defense), but you have 
distributional values. The 3  bid 
sends that message to partner, and 
obstructs the opponents.
Rebidding after overcalling

After you overcall, partner should 
let you know if he has support. Your 
overcall may be based on a wide 
range in terms of strength. After a 
cuebid, therefore, you have to tell 
partner how strong you are. If you 
are strong enough to make game 
opposite a limit raise, you should bid 
it. If you have a weak overcall (less 
than an opening bid), you should 
repeat your suit. If you have a hand 
that is in between, you should make 
a bid in a new suit, one that may be 
only three-cards long. 

Here are some examples. In each 
case, the bidding has proceeded
 West North East South
   1  1
 Pass 2  Pass ?
Example #1:

A Q 10 4 3  4 3  K 8 4  10 5 3.
Rebid 2 . Your hand is too 

weak to make game if partner has 
only limit-raise strength. If he has 
enough to make game opposite this 
hand, he will bid again.
Example #2:

A Q 10 4 3  7 3  A K 4  K J 10.

Rebid 4 . Partner has a limit 
raise (or better) so you accept his 
invitation.
Example #3:

A Q 10 4 3  5 3  A 8 4  K 10 4
Rebid 2 . The message this sends 

to partner is that you do not have 
enough to go directly to game as in 
example #2, but you do not have a 
weak overcall as in example #1. If 
partner has a minimum limit raise, 
he can sign off in 2  and you 
can pass. If partner has more than 
invitational values, he can bid 4 . 
Notice that you only have a three-
card diamond suit. This will often be 
the case. You have a known spade 
fit, so you are not trying to play 
diamonds.
Responses when you don’t  
have support

Often you will not have support 
for partner after he overcalls. If you 
have a stopper in the opponent’s 
suit, you can bid notrump with 7 to 
10 (or 11) HCP. If you have a good 
suit of your own, you can bid it.

Here are two examples. In both 
cases the auction has proceeded:
 West North East South
 1  1  Pass ?
Example #1:

J 3  K J 4 3  K 10 3  J 10 8 4
Bid 1NT. You enough HCP to act, 

you have a stopper and a balanced 
hand.
Example #2:

8 3 K Q 3 J 3 K Q 9 8 4 2
Bid 2 . You have 11 HCP and a 

good suit.
In both examples, if you pass 1 , 

you may miss game if partner has 
a good overcall. If partner rebids 
spades, you can pass. You have 
shown your hand. 
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 Responding to a  
 takeout double

The use of a low-level double is a
request to partner to bid an unbid 
suit. The most common instance is 
after a one-level bid by an oppo-
nent. The double normally indicates 
a hand worth an opening bid with at 
least three-card support for all unbid 
suits. 

Knowing the proper responses 
after partner doubles is crucial. You 
should look first to play in one of 
the major suits. The second choice 
is notrump. If either of these is not 
a good option, then you should play 
in a minor suit.

Suppose the bidding is:

 West North East South
 1  Dbl Pass ?

Partner is asking you to bid. How 
do you respond?

1. Make a minimum suit 
response with 0–8 high-card 
points. Suppose you hold this hand 
and the bidding has proceeded as 
above (all the following examples 
presume left-hand opponent 
opened 1  and partner doubled 
and RHO passes):

K 10 4 3  Q 4  10 4 3  J 7 6 4
With this hand, you should 

respond 1 . You are lucky to have 
a useful hand, but you are not 
strong enough to do more than bid 
at the one level. Notice that you 
would also have to bid 1  with:

10 8 4 3  Q 4  10 4 3  J 7 6 4.
Bidding 1  doesn’t promise 

values since partner forced you to 
bid.

2. Bid 1NT with a relatively 
balanced hand and 7–10 HCP. Here 
is an example:

K 10 3  Q 4  Q 10 4 3  J 7 5 4.
Although 7–10 HCP is recom-

mended here, the exact strength is a 
matter of style, and expert opinions 
vary. The conservative view is to 
use the bid for 7–10 or 8–10, but 
others recommend 6–9 or even 
5–10. As with many bidding situ-
ations, this is something you and 
your partner should discuss.

3. Make a jump response in your 
suit with 9–11 HCP, or a good 8 
HCP and some distribution. Suppose 
you hold:

K 10 3  Q J 7 4 3  10 4 3  A 3.
You should not bid 1  — you 

are too strong. You should jump 
to 2 , a bid that is invitational. 
Partner can pass if he has a 
minimum takeout double. If he has 
13 points and you have 10, that’s 
not enough for game. If he has 
extra, he can bid again.

4. Bid 2NT with 11 to 12 HCP 
and at least one stopper in the 
opponent’s suit. With this hand:

A 3  J 5 3  K Q 10 4  J 10 7 4,
you should bid 2NT. The hand is 
too strong for 1NT and you don’t 
have a four-card or longer major. 
Try to play notrump instead of 
a minor suit when you have a 
hand this strong. 2NT shows your 
strength and approximate pattern 
and allows partner to make a good 
decision.

5. Cuebid the opponent’s suit with 
12 or more HCP. If you and partner 
both have opening bid values, you 

probably have game. You send this 
message to partner with a cuebid. 
Suppose you have:

A 6  Q J 5 3  K Q 7 4  J 10 5 3.
Should you play game in 3NT or 

4 ? If partner has a four-card heart 
suit, you would want to play 4 . 
If partner only has three-card heart 
support, then you want to play 3NT. 
Since you are not sure, cuebid 2 . 
If partner rebids 2 , you can raise 
to 4 . If partner bids something 
else, you can bid 3NT.

6. Jump to the three-level with a 
long suit with good playing strength, 
but less than game values. You hold:

K J 10 8 7 4  9  5 4  Q 10 9 4.
Bid 3 . Your hand has too much 

potential for a simple 1  bid, but 
doesn’t qualify for a 2  bid with 
only 6 HCP. Bidding one more than 
a single jump shows you have a 
long suit and some useful points. 
Partner can evaluate his hand to 
decide whether to continue to 4 .

Here are some more examples. In 
each case, suppose your LHO opens 
1  and partner doubles. 
Example #1:

8 5 3  K Q 3  9 4 3 2  7 4 3?
Answer: Bid 1 . Yes, your suit is 

weak, but you are forced to bid and 
it’s the only four-card suit you have.
Example #2:

8 4  Q 8 4 3  10 8 3  A K 4 3.
Answer: Bid 2 . It’s true your 

hearts are only four cards long and 
not very strong, but bidding 1  
does not show the strength of your 
hand. Partner usually has four-card 
heart support, so jump to 2  and 
hope for the best.
Example #3:

10 7  K 8 3 K Q J 10 7  9 7 5.
Answer: Bid 2 . You don’t have 

a four-card major to bid. You don’t 
have a club stopper. That leaves 
bidding diamonds. Jumping to 2  
promises diamonds and 9–11 (or 
a good 8) points, which is a good 
description of your hand.  
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Weak can be strong
A master builder has many tools 

available in his toolkit. Some 
are for specialized situations and 
seldom needed. Other tools are 
frequently used. A weak two-bid is 
an example of the second type.

A weak two-bid serves two 
important purposes. It can 
be constructive and it can be 
obstructive. By making a weak two-
bid, you are describing your hand 
to help partner. This helps partner 
decide how high to bid and what 
suit to compete in. It can also help 
partner know what to lead if you 
defend.

A second purpose of a weak two 
is to interfere with the opponents’ 
bidding. Most pairs can bid to a 
reasonable contract if left to their 
own devices. But what if you bid 
in front of them? What if you not 
only bid, but the bid is at the two 
level? This can present awkward 
problems, even for experts, which 
may leave your opponents guessing.
Suit length and quality

A typical weak two-bid features 
a six-card suit. The quality of 
the suit depends on position and 
vulnerability.

In first and second seat 
vulnerable, it makes sense to play 
that the two-bid shows a good suit.
 A Q 10 7 4 3  8 7  Q 10 3   4 2
would be a classic example of a 
weak 2  bid. A hand such as 

8 7  K Q 9 6 4 2  7 6  Q 10 2
is another example of a hand that 
would qualify as an opening two-
bid (2 ).

These two have something 
in common: suit quality. Each 
includes a suit with two of the top 

three honors. Is this an absolute 
requirement or can you loosen up 
a little? This is a style issue about 
which you and your partner should 
agree. 

Many good players would open 
2  with 

7 3  K J 10 7 6 4  K 10 3  9 8
even vulnerable. Their reasoning 
is that the rewards (getting in the 
bidding and suggesting a lead) 
outweigh the risks (misleading 
partner or being doubled and 
penalized).

Another borderline hand would be 
10 4  A J 10 8 6 4  K 10 3  9 8.
While it’s true you don’t have two 

of the top three honors, the 10 8 
give texture to the suit and thus 
add a measure of safety. Since you 
hold three of the top five, many 
partnerships would agree that 2  
is acceptable with this holding. Your 
partner may not agree and so you 
should discuss it. The other cases 
where you hold three of the top 
five are suits headed by K–J–10 or 
Q–J–10. 

If not vulnerable or if in third 
seat, a weaker suit may qualify. 
What are some examples?

Suppose in first seat, not 
vulnerable, you hold 

A J 7 6 3 2  4 2  K 10  8 7 4.
Many pairs would open 2 . 

Similarly, most partnerships would 
feel that a hand such as 

Q 5 3  5  K J 8 7 6 3  8 5 3
would be a good weak 2  bid if 
not vulnerable. 

In each of these examples, you 
hold two of the top four honors. The 
players who open a weak two-bid 
with either of these feel that passing 
is too conservative.

Why is suit quality important? 
Suppose you hold 
J 9 6 4 3 2  8 3  K 2  Q J 3.

in first seat and open 2 . Let’s 
say the opponents bid to 4  and 
partner is on lead with the K 5. 
What do you think she will lead? 
What kind of a result do you 
expect?

Your partner opens 2  and you 
hold:

A 5  A K  K Q 6  A K Q 7 5 3.
You check on aces, find out you 

are missing one, so settle for 6 . 
You might be disappointed when 
the opponents cash the A and 
later you lose a heart trick because 
partner’s hand was:

K J 2  J 9 6 4 3 2   10 5 4  8.
The rest of the story

What should the rest of the weak 
two bidder’s hand look like?

A common high-card point range 
is 5 to 10, although similar ranges 
are acceptable as well.

It is okay to open 2  or 2  
holding a side four-card suit, 
provided that suit is a minor. Here 
is an example:

K J 10 7 4 3  7 3  Q J 7 5  10.
Make the hand slightly different. 

With
K J 10 7 4 3  Q J 7 5  7 3  10

you should pass. Your side could 
have game in 4 , but by bidding 
2  you may have effectively 
preempted your own partner.
How can partner know?

Not vulnerable, you may open 2  
with this,

8 7  K Q 10 7 4 3  8 7 6  5 3.
This hand has 5 to 10 HCP and a 

good suit — a classic weak two.
What about this hand?
8 7 K Q 10 7 4 3 K J 6 5 3
This is also a hand you’d want to 

open with a weak two. It has 5 to 
10 HCP and a good suit.

Notice the difference though. The 
second hand has the K J instead 
of low cards and therefore is much 
stronger. How is partner supposed 
to know on which end of the 5 to 
10 HCP range your hand falls? Next 
month we’ll examine methods that 
allow partner to inquire about the 
weak two-bidder’s hand. 
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 Weak can be strong  
 — part 2

The weak two-bid is typically a 
six-card suit in the 5–11 high-card 
point range. It has two purposes 
—  constructive and obstructive. 

By making a weak two-bid, 
you are describing your hand 
(constructive). This gives partner 
information to help him decide 
how high to bid and what suit to 
compete in. It can also help partner 
know what to lead if you defend.

A second purpose of a weak two 
is to interfere with the opponents’ 
bidding (obstructive). Because 
you are making them come in at a 
higher level, the weak two-bid can 
present awkward problems that may 
leave them guessing.

How can partner know?
Not vulnerable, you may open 2  

with this,
8 7  K Q 10 7 4 3  J 7 6  5 3.
This hand is in range (6 HCP) 

with a good suit — a classic weak 
two.

What about this hand?
8 7  K Q 10 7 4 3  K J 6  5 3
This is also a hand you’d want to 

open with a weak two. It has 9 HCP 
and a good suit.

Notice the difference though. The 
second hand has the K J instead 
of low cards and therefore is much 
stronger. How is partner supposed to 
know on which end of the 5 to 11 
HCP range your hand falls? There 
are several methods that address this.

2NT: Show a feature
Responder’s 2NT bid may be used 

to ask opener about “side” features. 

You show a feature when you have 
more than a minimum but rebid 
your suit with a minimum. With 
the first hand above, in response to 
2NT you would bid 3 , “I have a 
minimum.”

With the second hand above, 
you would bid 3  after the 2NT 
inquiry. This says you like your 
hand and you have a feature in 
diamonds. A feature is a high card, 
not shortness.

Here’s an example. You open 2  
with:

A Q J 7 4 3    8 7   6 3   K 5 3.
Your partner inquires with 2NT. 

You should rebid 3 . You have 
the top of your bid and you have a 
feature (the K) to show.

Now consider this hand:
Q J 7 4 3 2    8 7   6 3   K 5 3.
Over the 2NT inquiry, you should 

rebid 3 . Do not rebid 3 . Yes, 
you have a feature, but to show 
it, you should have more than a 
minimum.

3NT says you have a solid 
suit that you can run in 3NT. An 
example is:

8 7   A K Q J 7 4   7 4   7 4 3.

2NT: Ogust
After the 2NT bid, the weak two-

bidder responds as follows:
3  =  minimum strength, poor 

suit
3  =  minimum strength, good 

suit
3  =  maximum strength, poor 

suit
3  =  maximum strength, good 

suit
3NT =  solid suit.
What is defined as a good suit? 

Having two of the top three honors 

would qualify. A Q 10 7 4 3 
would be a good suit. Q J 7 5 4 3 
would be a bad suit (in the context 
of a weak two-bid). You and your 
partner should discuss hands that 
fall in between and decide how 
to answer in response to the 2NT 
inquiry.

2NT: “Easy” Ogust
One problem with Ogust is that 

sometimes it is hard to define what 
is a good suit or a good hand. 
Some hands fall in between. A third 
method is simple and helps with this 
issue — you respond by saying how 
well you like your hand, on a scale 
of one to four, without reference to 
suit quality.

3  =  a minimum
3  =  more than a minimum
3  =  your hand is a 3 on a 

scale of 1 to 4
3  =  maximum
3NT =  a solid suit
When you show a feature over 

2NT, as described above, you often 
make the defense easier. Easy 
Ogust keeps the opponents in the 
dark regarding where your side 
strength is. 

Here’s an example. You open 2  
with:

8 7  K 6  K Q 10 7 4 3  J 10 8.
Over the 2NT ask, playing “Easy” 

Ogust you can rebid 3 . You are at 
the top of your bid. If partner bids 
game, the opponents may make a 
favorable lead for your side, since 
you didn’t tell them anything about 
your hand other than the fact that 
you like it.

There are other methods of re-
sponding to weak two-bids, but these 
are three of the common ones.  



 Negative double

One of the most commonly 
used treatments in modern 
bidding is the negative 

double. The negative double is an 
extremely broad topic, far beyond 
the scope of a single article to de-
scribe fully, but following are some 
important points. 

In its simplest form, the nega-
tive double’s objective is to express 
values and length in the unbid suits 
— particularly the unbid major(s) 
— in a competitive auction. For 
example:
 West North East South
 1  1  Dbl

Defining East’s double as penalty 
is impractical: a “business” double 
of a one-level overcall occurs too 
rarely to worry about. It’s much 
more common to have moderate 
values and a heart suit after the auc-
tion begins in this manner, so most 
players use the double to show a 
hand such as:

J 8  Q 9 7 4  Q 8 5 4  K 4 2 
or perhaps:

Q 5 3  K J 8 7 4  9 6  Q 10 5
or even:

A 3  A Q 8 5  K 5 2  J 7 6 3.
The negative double is vital 

because it alerts opener to the pos-
sibility of a heart fit. The double 
can also be used, however, to show 
spades in an auction such as:
 West North East South
 1  1  Dbl

Most players in North America 
use this sequence to show exactly 
four spades. With five or more 
spades, East could simply bid 1 .

How much strength does a nega-

tive double promise? It depends. 
The suggested minimum strength 
for a negative double that would 
force partner to bid at the one level 
is typically 6 points. In the second 
auction, East could double on as 
little as: 

K J 7 5  10 3  9 8 4  Q 9 7 2.
(With a good fit for partner’s first 
suit, some players would do it on 
even less.)

If the double would force partner 
to bid at the two level (as in the 
first auction), 8 points is a good 
minimum. To force partner to the 
three level — in an auction such as: 
 West North East South
 1  2  Dbl 
— East should have at least 10 
high-card points. The higher you 
force partner to bid, the more you 
should have.

As opener, partner’s negative 
double can help you choose your 
rebid. Say you hold:

A 7  Q J 6 3  8 7 6  A Q 6 2.
After opening 1 , left-hand op-

ponent overcalls 1  and partner 
doubles (negative). This strongly 
suggests at least four hearts and 
appropriate values. If RHO passes, 
you have an easy 2  rebid. (Note 
that this does not promise extra val-
ues; you’re just “raising” partner’s 
hearts.)

Using the negative double, what 
would this auction mean?
 Partner RHO You LHO
 1  2  2  

If you had doubled, the double 
would have shown exactly four 
hearts. The 2  bid, therefore 
shows five or more. There is also a 

strength inference involved. Whereas 
a two-level negative double could 
show as few as 8 HCP as described 
above, a direct two-level bid such 
as your 2  shows at least the 
same number of number of points 
required for a two-over-one response 
in “standard” bidding — 10 HCP. 
(Note that some players would treat 
2  as a game force, so their two-
level bids would promise even more 
— an opening hand.) An easy way 
to remember this is to consider what 
you need to bid 2  if North had 
not interfered. Most systems require 
a minimum of 10 points to make a 
new-suit two-level response.

This is a big help to opener, be-
cause it immediately tells him some-
thing about your strength and heart 
length. For example, say you held:

K 7  A 9 4  K Q J 8 2  10 8 2.
You open 1 , LHO overcalls 

1  and partner bids 2 . What do 
we know about partner’s hand? She 
has at least five hearts (a negative 
double would have promised only 
four) and at least 10 HCP, making 
the raise to 3  a standout.

The negative double lets you 
tackle problem hands such as this:

K Q 10 9 6 5  J 5  Q 9 8  5 2.
Partner opens 1  and RHO over-

calls 2 . You can’t bid 2  directly. 
That would show a good hand — at 
least 10 HCP. You can, however, 
make a negative double. If partner 
bids 2 , you will bid 2 . Partner 
will know that you have a relatively 
weak hand with a long spade suit, 
because you doubled first.
Special case

In the auction:
 West North East South
 1  1  Dbl 
East’s double should show both ma-
jors. What happens, however, if East 
is dealt a hand such as:

A J 9 5  Q 8  Q 10 6 2  9 8 7?
In this case, East should bid 1 . 

Ordinarily, a direct bid shows a 
five-card or longer suit, but in this 
auction (a 1  opening and a 1
overcall), a 1  or 1  response may
be made on a four-card suit. The 
negative double should be reserved
for a hand with both majors. 
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Unusual vs. unusual
When your partner opens one 

of a major and your right-hand 
opponent jumps to 2NT, showing 
the minors, you will often face a 
tough competitive bidding problem. 
You need to define your hand before 
your second opponent continues the 
preemption. One defense against 
two-suited overcalls is called 
unusual vs. unusual.
How does it work?

There are different variations 
— this is one of them.

1. Bid 3  with a limit raise or 
better in hearts.

2. Bid 3  with a limit raise or 
better in spades.

3. Raise partner’s major with 7-10 
support points.

4. Bid three of the other major 
with a hand similar to a good 
weak-two bid — this is natural and 
constructive but non-forcing.

5. Double with a hand that is 
worth a redouble of a takeout 
double. This says that you can 
double at least one of their suits for 
penalty and promises another bid.
What do these bids mean?

When you show a limit raise for 
partner, you should have at least 
three-card support. When you show 
limit-raise values (or better) in the 
other major, you should have at 
least a five-card suit.

There is an easy way to remember 
which cuebid is for which major. 
The lower cuebid is for the lower 
major (in this case, cuebid clubs for 
hearts) and the higher cuebid is for 
the higher major (cuebid diamonds 
for spades).

A single raise in opener’s suit is 
equivalent to a normal single raise. 
Responder needs no extra high-card 
values, but he should be careful of 
raising with three low trumps; the 
2NT overcall increases the chances 
that trumps will split badly for your 
side.

Responder should avoid doubling 
2NT unless he seeks to penalize the 
opponents. Because of the danger of 
further preemption, if responder has 
offensive features, he should begin 
to describe his hand using one of 
the other calls.
When does it apply?

These methods can be used any 
time an opponent’s bid shows two 
known suits. Suppose this is the 
auction:

Partner RHO You
1   2  ?
If the 2  is a Michaels cuebid, 

showing both majors, you can bid as 
described above. You would cuebid 
2  to show a limit raise (or better) 
in clubs and 2  to describe a hand 
with limit-raise values (or better) in 
diamonds. The lower cuebid shows 
the lower minor suit and the higher 
cuebid shows the higher. A 2  bid 
would be constructive, but less than 
a limit raise, and, therefore, non-
forcing.

Now suppose the auction is:
Partner RHO You
1   2  ?
and 2  shows spades and a 

minor. Since you can’t be sure 
which minor RHO has, you 
cannot use the unusual vs. unusual 
methods. A 3  or 3  bid, 
therefore, would be natural and 

forcing.
Understanding through examples

Here are some sample hands. In 
each case, suppose your partner 
opens 1  and your RHO overcalls 
2NT for the minors.

What do you call holding:
Q 7 4 3  A 10 7 3  J 4 2  9 6?
Answer: Bid 3 . Yes, your hand 

is weak and the J is probably 
worthless. But you have four trumps 
and your ace is in hearts, a likely 
second suit for opener. Support 
partner before the opponents raise 
the level.

What do you bid holding:
A Q 4 3  A 10 7 3  J 4 2  9 6?
Answer: Bid 3 . This shows a 

limit raise or better in spades.
What do you bid holding:
A 3 K Q J 7 4 2 A 4 2 7 5?
Answer: Bid 3 . This promises 

limit-raise values or better in hearts.
What do you bid holding:
10 3  K Q 10 7 4 2  8 4 2  K 5?
Answer: Bid 3 . You have a good 

six-card suit, and the upper end of 
a weak-two bid. You have described 
your hand and partner can decide 
how to proceed.

What do you bid holding:
7 4 Q 4 2 A J 4 3 K J 7 4?
Answer: Double. You have defense 

against both of their suits and are 
short in partner’s spade suit. You 
intend to double the minor suit that 
your LHO bids.

What do you bid holding:
J 3  A 8 4 2  K 8 4  9 8 5 3?
Answer: Pass. You have a 

smattering of high-card points, but 
you have no bid that describes this 
hand. 
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Responsive doubles
Suppose you hold this hand:
Q 10 6 3 2  K Q 10 7 4  6 4  6

and it is your bid in the following 
auction:
 West North East South
  Partner  You
 1   1   2   ?

You and partner may very well 
have a fit in one of your majors, but 
you are not strong enough to bid 
2  or 2  (and bidding either one 
would be a complete guess). Raising 
partner with a weak doubleton is not 
appealing. In other words, you’d like 
to act, but have no convenient bid. 
Fortunately, there is a tool you can 
add to your toolkit that helps.
What and why

A responsive double is a (takeout) 
double by responder after the 
opponents have bid and immediately 
raised a suit and partner has acted 
either by overcalling or doubling. 
When the opponents have bid and 
raised a suit, it is more likely that 
the double would be useful as 
takeout  rather than as penalty. For 
partnerships used to playing negative 
doubles, the responsive double 
convention is not much different. 
It is simple and effective, and the 
chances to use it occur frequently. 
It is popular among tournament 
players.
When and how

Some general guidelines are 
needed. How high do you play 
responsive doubles? In what 
situations do they apply? What 
strength do you need?

Most partnerships play the 
responsive double only after the 
same suit has been bid and raised. 

Consider this example:
 West North East South
  Partner  You
 1   Dbl  2   ?

This is a classic auction for a 
responsive double. Normally you 
would have at least 4–4 in the 
majors and a minimum of 6 or 7 
high-card points.

Contrast the above with this 
example:
 West North East South
  Partner  You
 1   Dbl  1   ?

A double would not be responsive 
since the same suit was not bid and 
raised. In this case, a double would 
promise spades, either five of them 
or a good four-card suit. If you hold 
hearts and diamonds and enough 
HCP to act, you can simply bid 2  
(and bid diamonds the next time if 
you choose to).

Some partnerships play responsive 
doubles through whatever level 
they play negative doubles. If that 
level is 3 , then they also play 
responsive doubles through 3 . 
This consistency makes it easier to 
remember.

The strength you need to respond 
depends on the level of the raise. If 
the suit bid and raised is to the two 
level, you can make a responsive 
double with 6 to 8 HCP. If the suit 
bid and raised is to the three level, 
you should have at least 9 HCP.
Double trouble, some examples

Assume you’ve agreed to play 
responsive doubles through 3 . 
What would you do with each of 
these hands and the auction given?

Example #1
 J 8 6 3  K J 4 3  8 3  Q 10 3

 West North East South
  Partner  You
 1   Dbl  2   ?

Answer: This one is easy. Make 
a responsive double. You have too 
many points to pass, and your 
support for both majors should 
convince you to act. You don’t care 
which suit partner bids and you can 
show your hand in one call.

Example #2
 K 5  Q J 8 6 3  8 3  10 3

and the action is the same:
 West North East South
  Partner  You
 1   Dbl  2   ?

Answer: Bid 2 . Do not make a 
responsive double. That will mislead 
partner. Double says you have 
support for both majors. Suppose 
you double and the opening bidder 
rebids 3 . Partner may bid 3 , 
expecting you to have more length 
than a doubleton.

Example #3
 J 8 6 3  K J 4 3  8 3  Q 10 3

and the auction is:
 West North East South
  Partner  You
 1   Dbl  3   ?

Answer: This hand is the same 
as example #1 above, but in this 
case you have to pass. You have the 
proper distribution for a responsive 
double, but your hand is too weak 
to compete at the three level. If 
you double and partner has enough 
strength for you to make a three-
level contract, he may very well bid 
game, perhaps down one. Pass and 
hope partner can double a second 
time.

Example #4
Q 4 8 K Q 7 4 3 A J 8 5 3

and the auction is:
 West North East South
  Partner  You
 2   2   3   ?

Answer: Double. This hand 
shows why the responsive double 
convention was invented. You want 
to compete, but are not sure which 
suit to bid. If partner doesn’t have 
support for either of your suits, you 
can stand for him to retreat to his 
suit. Even though the opponents 
started with a weak two-bid, you 
can still use the convention. 
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New Minor Forcing
After opener rebids 1NT, 

responder often finds it useful 
to make a low-level forcing bid. 
Frequently this is done to see if 
opener has three-card support for 
responder’s suit.

Suppose as responder you hold
Q 7 6  A J 10 6 3  K 7 5  J 10.
Consider your bid when the 

auction proceeds as follows:
 Opener  Responder
 1   1
 1NT  ?

Playing standard, you would have 
no good bid. You have the strength 
to rebid 2NT, but you would like 
to show your five-card heart suit. 
Rebidding hearts, however, should 
show a six-card suit and a non-
forcing hand. Therefore, you may 
choose to raise 1NT to 2NT. The 
problem with this bid is that if 
opener has a minimum, he would 
have to pass and you may have 
a 5–3 heart fit. In fact, 2  may 
be the best contract if partner is 
minimum.

The most popular method is 
to use the unbid minor suit as 
responder’s forcing call, hence the 
name new minor forcing. In the 
example above, responder could 
bid 2 . This promises at least 
invitational values and is a one-
round force.

How does it work?
Suppose, you have:
K Q 10 7 4  J 4 2  K 7 5  Q 10,

and the auction is:
 Opener  Responder
 1   1
 1NT  ?

You should use new minor 
forcing, which in this case is 2 . 

How should partner respond?
Partner’s first obligation is to 

support your major (spades in this 
case). His second obligation is to 
show the strength of his hand. This 
is a scheme used by many:

2  = denies three spades or four 
hearts, minimum

2  = shows four hearts, may be 
minimum or maximum

2  = shows three-card spade 
support, minimum

2NT = denies four hearts or three 
spades, maximum

3  = denies four hearts or three 
spades, maximum and shows five 
diamonds

3  = shows three-card spade 
support, maximum

Following up
What are the continuations by 

responder? If partner shows a 
maximum, you are committed to 
game. Remember you promise at 
least invitational values to use new 
minor forcing.

If partner shows a minimum, any 
two-level bid by you can be passed. 
If you held the first example hand 
shown above,

Q 7 6  A J 10 6 3  K 7 5  J 10,
the auction should be this:
 Opener  Responder
 1   1
 1NT  2
 2   2NT
 Pass

You know partner has a minimum, 
no heart fit, so you would rebid 
2NT and he can pass. But if instead, 
you held,

6  A J 10 6 3  K 7 5  Q J 10 3,
you may choose to rebid 2  to 
play. You know the opponents have 
nine or more spades (partner does 
not have four spades since he didn’t 
rebid 1 ) so 2NT may not be safe. 
Therefore, you can play 2  in a 
5–2 fit.

If you rebid at the three level, 
however, it’s forcing. Suppose you 
hold

A 2  A Q 8 6 4  K Q 5 3  K 2.
 Opener  Responder
 1   1
 1NT  2
 2   ?

In this case, you want to force to 
game and also investigate slam. Bid 
3 , natural. If you use new minor 
forcing, then rebid at the three level, 
it creates a force.

Holding both majors
Sometimes you are interested in 

both majors. Suppose you hold this 
hand,

A Q 6 4 3 K Q 8 6 3 7 K 2
and the bidding is:
 Opener  Responder
 1   1
 1NT  2
 2   ?

You should bid 3 . Remember, 
if you rebid at the two level after 
partner shows a minimum, partner 
can pass. You have to rebid at the 
three level to force.

The devil is in the details
The above is only a brief intro-

duction to the topic. Here are some 
other items you and your partner 
may wish to discuss.

After forcing bids (by responder) 
at the three level, what do follow-
ups mean? Should new minor 
forcing apply after this auction?
 1   1
 1NT  ?

What if one of the opponents 
intervenes — does new minor 
forcing still apply? 



 Fourth-suit forcing
Fourth-suit forcing is the popular 

term for the idea that a bid by 
responder of the only unbid suit at 
his second turn is an artificial force. 
Most play that it is forcing to game, 
although some play it is forcing one 
round only. The bid is made when 
responder has doubts about strain or 
level.

Suppose you hold:

K 2  A K J 4 2  Q 10 3  8 5 3.

You are South and this is the 
bidding:
 North South
 1  1
 1  ?

You have enough values for game, 
yet no bid is suitable. You cannot 
bid 3NT with three low clubs. 
Many players agree that a jump to 
3  shows a six-card suit and is 
invitational. If you have that agree-
ment, you cannot rebid 3 . In other 
words, you don’t have a convenient 
rebid. 

Playing fourth-suit forcing, you 
should bid 2 , a conventional 
waiting bid.

Partner’s first obligation is to raise 
hearts with three-card support. His 
second obligation is to bid 2NT. 
You don’t promise clubs to bid 2  
— it is an artificial bid. Your partner 
needs a club stopper, therefore, to 
bid notrump. Partner can rebid his 
second suit to show extra length. 
In the sample auction, for example, 
2  would show six or more 
diamonds and at least five spades. 
If partner has neither heart support 

nor a club stopper, he should rebid 
his first suit — 2  in the previous 
auction.

Practice hands
Here are some examples to clarify 

how fourth-suit forcing works.

What do you call holding:

K 10 7  A K 8 7 4  J 10 4  A 2?

 North South
 1  1
 2  ?

Answer: This one is easy — bid 
2 . You want to see if your partner 
has three-card heart support. If not, 
then you will bid 3NT.

What do you call holding:

K 10 7 2  A K 7 4  J 10 4  A 2?

 North South
 1  1
 1  ?

Answer: Bid 4 . Do not bid 2 , 
fourth-suit forcing. You have four-
card spade support and values for 
game — bid it.

What do you call holding:

K 10 7 2  A K 8 7  J 10 4  A 2?

 North South
 1  1
 2  ?

Answer: Bid 3NT. Partner does 
not have four of either major. You 
have values for game and stoppers 
in the unbid suit. You don’t need to 
bid fourth-suit forcing. It is used 
when you aren’t sure where to play 
the contract.

Other matters to discuss
These are related issues to discuss 

with your partner:

1. Fourth-suit forcing is not 
used if one partner is previously a 
passed hand. (Other agreements are 
possible.)

2. Fourth-suit forcing is not used 
after a 2/1 response. It is used only 
when the one player bids one of a 
suit and the partner responds at the 
one level.

3. Fourth-suit forcing is not used 
when opponents intervene in the 
bidding. You can use the cuebid 
instead as a forcing probe.

4. A jump in the fourth suit 
shows a 5–5 hand and is strongly 
invitational. 

Consider this auction:
 North South
 1  1
 1  3

You might hold:

5 2  K Q J 4 3  5  A J 10 4 3.

5. One auction merits special 
discussion:
 North South
 1  1
 1  ?

In this auction, most players treat 
1  as natural and forcing. A jump 
to 2  denies a four-card spade suit, 
but promises values for game.

6. Fourth-suit forcing is not used 
after a reverse or after a 2  opener. 
In these cases, you are in a forcing 
auction, so the artificial bid is not 
needed. 
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DONT over 1NT

The Cappelletti convention 
(also called Hamilton) has 
been discussed as a method 

to compete over the opponents’ 
opening 1NT. Another popular 
method, created by Marty Bergen, 
is called DONT. It’s an acronym for 
Disturb the Opponents’ No Trump.

The purpose of DONT is to be 
able to compete over the opponents’ 
opening 1NT with many hands, 
yet with some safety. The object 
of interfering is not necessarily to 
get to game, but to try and find a 
fit and, at the same time, make it 
difficult for the opponents to find 
their own fit. Two-suited hands are 
the most common ones that players 
compete with and at least 5–4 
distribution is necessary.
What is the DONT structure?

Double shows any one-suited hand.
2  shows clubs and a higher suit.
2  shows diamonds and a major.
2  shows hearts and spades.
2  shows spades.
Since you can get to 2  by 

bidding it directly or by doubling 
first, most pairs play doubling first 
is stronger than bidding 2  directly.
Responding after partner bids

If partner doubles, you should bid 
2  with most hands to let partner 
pass or name her suit. Bids other 
than 2  show a long suit and 
suggest a playable contract.

Over 2  or 2 , you can pass 
with three-card support. If you don’t 
have support, bid the next higher 

suit to ask partner to pass (if that’s 
the other suit) or to show the second 
suit by bidding it.

Over 2  (majors) you can pass or 
correct to 2  if you prefer that suit.

A raise of partner’s suit is only
mildly invitational and usually passed.

With a good hand, you can bid 
2NT asking the DONT bidder to 
describe his shape and range. You 
should discuss this with partner.

If the opponents bid over your 
partner’s conventional DONT call, 
double or redouble asks partner to 
name their unknown suit.
Examples

What would you call after a strong
1NT by your opponent holding

J 7  A K 8 6  K 7 4 3 2  4 3?
2 , showing diamonds and a major.

What would you call with
J 4  K Q J 6 3 2  A 8 6  10 7?
Double, which shows a one-suited 

hand. Do not bid 2 , since that 
shows the majors. Over double, 
partner can bid 2  and you can 
name your suit.

Take at look at some sample 
responding hands. All start with 
your left-hand opponent opening a 
strong 1NT.

Partner bids 2 . What would you 
call with

10 8 3  J 3  K 10 7 5 3  Q 10 4?
Pass. You have found a fit. If 

you had a fourth club, you could 
raise. You cannot raise with this 
hand, however, since partner may 
have only four clubs. Your side has 
interfered and found a landing spot. 

Don’t try to improve the contract.
Partner bids 2 : diamonds and a 

major. What is your call with
Q 10 4 2  A 9 6 4  K 3 2  8 4?
2 , asking partner to pass or bid 

2  if that is her second suit. You 
are sure to have at least a 4–4 fit or 
even a 5–4 fit in a major, so don’t 
pass 2 .

Partner doubles, showing a one-
suited hand. What would you call with

K J 3 2  Q 8 6 3  K J 9 7  5?
2 , allowing partner to pass or 

name her suit. While it is true you 
only have one club and that is likely 
partner’s suit, you have no attractive 
alternative and the hands could be a 
misfit. If partner surprises you and
bids 2 , 2  or 2 , you may raise.

Partner bids 2  showing the 
majors. What would you do with

A J 10  K 10 7 4  A 7 3 2  8 6?
Bid 2NT, asking partner to 

further describe her hand. You may 
have game, but you’re not strong 
enough to bid 4  yourself. On 
the other hand, you are too strong 
to simply raise to 3 . You should 
discuss what rebids by the DONT 
bidder mean in this situation. One 
method is for partner to bid 3  
with a minimum and all other 
actions are natural with more than a 
minimum. Obviously, more elaborate 
agreements are possible.

Partner doubles, showing one 
suit, and the next hand bids 2 , 
Stayman. What do you call with

K J 4  A 5 3 2  Q 8 5  J 10 4?
You have support for whatever suit 

your partner has. Double asking her 
to bid her suit. It is safe for partner 
to compete further, so you should 
invite her to do so.
Other issues

Which is better, Cappelletti or 
DONT? There are advantages to 
both. For example, DONT allows 
you to play 2  with either a one-
suited or a two-suited hand. On the 
other hand, when you play DONT, 
you give up the double showing 
values since it is used for the one-
suited overcall. Some partnerships 
compromise by playing DONT only 
over strong 1NT bids and playing 
Cappelletti over the weak 1NT 
(11–14 HCP). 
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Smolen
Many players use Jacoby transfers 

in response to an opening 1NT bid 
from partner. It allows responder to 
show a five-card or longer major, 
while allowing the strong hand – the 
1NT opener – to declare, assuming 
the opponents are not in the auction. 

Allowing the strong hand to declare 
is important. The 1NT bidder fre-
quently holds combinations of honors 
(called tenaces in bridge lingo) that 
are worth more tricks if the defenders 
lead into them than if the defenders 
lead through them. For example, if 
you hold the A Q, you’d like your 
left-hand opponent to lead a heart for 
you, but not your RHO.

Game-forcing hands that are 5–4 
in the majors (five spades and four 
hearts or vice versa), however, are 
difficult to describe in response to a 
strong (15–17 HCP) 1NT opening. 
Transfers are a problem in this 
situation because they risk making 
responder – the weak hand – declarer. 
Say you hold:

A K 6 5 3   K 8 7 4   8 7 3   4.

Partner opens 1NT. You respond 
2 , a Jacoby transfer to spades, and 
partner dutifully bids 2 . You have 
enough strength to force to game, and 
you have a four-card suit you haven’t 
mentioned yet, so you bid it: 3 . 
Partner raises you to 4 . 

This is a perfectly good auction, but 
there is a risk. You are the declarer in 
this case, not partner. Suppose these 

are the combined hands:

   Q 8
   A 9 6 2
   K 5 4
   A Q 10 7

   A K 6 5 3
   K 8 7 4
   8 7 3
   4

If LHO leads the Q, you’re in big 
trouble. The ace will be over the king, 
and you’ll likely lose three diamond 
tricks and a trump trick for down one. 

The problem is that partner’s K 
was vulnerable to attack. If partner 
declared, however, he’d likely make 
the contract since the K would be 
protected.

Is there a way to avoid this 
problem? The Smolen convention, 
named for the late expert Mike 
Smolen, helps address this situation. 
It works like this: instead of using 
transfers for hands that are 5-4 in the 
majors, it uses Stayman (2 ). After 
partner’s 1NT opening, you bid 2 . 
If partner pleasantly surprises you by 
bidding a major, you’ll simply jump 
to four of that major, and partner will 
declare. But what if partner doesn’t 
have a four-card major? He’ll respond 
to your Stayman inquiry with 2 . 
Now what? Could you still have a 
5–3 major-suit fit? Is there a way to 
find out?

This is where Smolen helps. You 
now jump to the three-level of your 
shorter major. This Alertable call tells 
partner that you have four cards in 
that major and five in the other. With 
the previous example hand, you’d 
jump to 3 . This jump after opener’s 
2  rebid would tell partner that you 
have four hearts and five spades. With 
three-card spade support, he would 
bid 3 , and you could raise to 4  
or cuebid if you were interested in 
slam. Without a three-card spade fit, 
partner would simply sign off in 3NT. 
Either way, partner – the 1NT opener 
– declares.

Example auctions:

 Opener  Responder
 1NT  2  (1)

 2  (2)  3  (3)

 4  (4)  Pass

(1) Stayman: do you have a four-card 
major?
(2) No.
(3) Smolen: I have five hearts and 
four spades.
(4) I have three hearts and prefer this 
to 3NT.

 Opener  Responder
 1NT  2  (1)

 2  (2)  3  (3)

 3NT (4)  Pass

(1) Four-card major?
(2) No.
(3) Five spades, four hearts.
(4) I don’t have a fit for spades. 
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