Low Level Doubles (Part 1)
Probably the most underused bid amongst non-expert bridge players is the double. There are several reasons for this, not the least of which is that it frequently allows partner to play the hand. Allowing that partner will usually play the contract one trick worse than you, getting to the right contract is important enough to even let him mangle it. The biggest reason that double isn’t used more is because the average player is unsure what it means in all but the most common situations. The expert doesn’t know either, but has the tools to work it out. Doubles fall into 3 main categories: Penalty, Conventional, and other. If the last isn’t the most frequent, you aren’t doubling enough.

Conventional Doubles:
The most common of the conventional doubles are the takeout double, negative double, responsive double, and support double. Most players are familiar with the 1st two, and less familiar with the last two. 

Takeout Doubles: 

Often abused, takeout doubles should show support for ALL unbid suits, not just the suits you hope your partner will bid. Takeout doubles should necessarily have shortness in one or more of the bid suits. You are South and East (on your right) opens 1 Diamond:
A.
♠ K964
♥ AQ85
♦ 3

♣ KJ72
or

B.
♠ AT4
♥ KQT8
♦ 54

♣ A943
or
C.
♠ AT4
♥ KQT8
♦ 964

♣ KJ3
or
D.
♠ J942
♥ KQT85
♦ 4

♣ AJ9
or

E.
♠ AT7
♥ KQT85
♦ 4

♣ KT65
or

F.
♠ J92

♥ KQT85
♦ 4

♣ AJ96

 (A): Double. A textbook takeout double. (B): Double. Don’t let the lack of a 4th spade deter you from your most descriptive call. (C): Pass. You have only 1 suit, and you have no shortness in diamonds. The auction isn’t over, there’s no reason to enter it now. (D): Double. You have a fantastic hand for any suit partner chooses. (E): Double. 1H is too unilateral, and if partner has short hearts, you may miss a great spade partial. (F): 1H. Double is a close second, but the disparity of suit quality argues for the suit overcall, especially if you end up defending.
Negative Doubles:

Negative Doubles are special names for takeout doubles. Responder uses them to show sufficient values to bid, with no clear call. When partner opens and RHO overcalls, double suggests at least moderate values with cards in both unbid suits, most especially an unbid major. At times Responder will make a negative double with one unbid major and support for opener’s suit if opener can’t compete in the desired major. In addition, Responder may be forced to make a negative double with a 5 or 6 card suit, but insufficient values to make a forcing bid at a higher level. Suppose Partner opens 1 Club and RHO overcalls 1 Spade: 

A.
♠ 753

♥ KJ96
♦ K962
♣ 64


B.
♠ 753

♥ KJ96
♦ 64

♣ K962
C.
♠ 73

♥ KJ965
♦ K962
♣ 64


D.
♠ 73

♥ KJ965
♦ 64

♣ K962
E.
♠ T62

♥ AT8
♦ KQ83
♣ J95
All 5 of these hands qualify for a negative double.  (A) is the classic definition of negative double. (B): If opener doesn’t bid a red suit, you will compete as high as 3C. (C) & (D): You are too weak to bid 2H. If given the chance, you will compete later to 2H, otherwise you’ll probably have to sell out. On (D), you plan to compete to at least 3C and shouldn’t introduce hearts if partner can’t do it. (E): Tough hand, but you are too strong to pass and other bids seem even worse. Your bid suggests 4 hearts. It doesn’t guarantee it.

Responsive Doubles:  
Responsive doubles are made by the non-opening side when 3 specific things have happened. (1) The opponents have opened in a suit. (2) Opener’s partner (your RHO) has raised his suit. (3) Your partner has either bid a different suit or doubled. Once again, the double is a special case of a Takeout Double. When partner overcalls a suit, a responsive double shows values and both unbid suits. When partner doubles, a responsive double shows values and the inability to bid a major. 
LHO

Partner
RHO

You
 1H

   2D

  2H

  ?
A.
♠ KJ873
♥ 96

♦ 6

♣ KQ764


B.
♠ KJ87
♥ 963

♦ 6

♣ KQ764

C.
♠ AQ75
♥ 853

♦ K64

♣ Q74
D.
♠ A875
♥ 853

♦ K64

♣ 974

E.
♠ J74

♥ AJT85
♦ T5

♣ QT6

(A): Double. A classic responsive double. (B): Double. Partner is marked with short hearts, so a club fit or even a 4-3 spade fit should play well. (C): Double. Your safety net diamond fit allows you to the luxury to probe for a spade fit. (D) 3D. You aren’t strong enough to do anything other than raise partner. (E): Pass. The opponents are in the one contract you like. Double would be some type of takeout, and partner will never pass. If partner is strong enough (unlikely), he may re-open with a double. Lucky you.

LHO

Partner
RHO

You
 1H

   Dbl

  2H

  ?
A.
♠ KJ8

♥ 96

♦ QT76
♣ KQ64


B.
♠ Q8

♥ 63

♦ AJ863
♣ KQ64

C.
♠ T753
♥ 85

♦ A64

♣ Q743

D.
♠ 754

♥ 853

♦ Q63

♣ K974

E.
♠ 74

♥ 853

♦ Q63

♣ K9742
(A): Double. You have values without 4 spades. Partner can work it out. (B): Double. Don’t let the sparkle of that 5th diamond keep you from finding the right minor. Partner rates to have at least one 4 card minor. Let him choose it.  (C): 2S. You have a minimum hand, and you need to compete. Your bid does not promise anything more than 4 spades and an unwillingness to let them play 2H. (D): Pass. You have no suit, no values, and no distribution. Either partner is strong enough to bid again, or this hand belongs to the opponents.  (E): 3C. You are just as weak as the last hand, but this one has a 5 card suit and a little distribution. Partner should not assume you have anything more than 5 clubs and a dead minimum. Letting the opponents play comfortably in 2H is losing bridge.
Support Doubles:
One of the more useful developments of the last decade or so, the support double allows opener to distinguish between 3 and 4 card raises after interference. In fact, support doubles have become so useful, that good players often choose not to enter the auction, rather than allow their opponents to pass such valuable information. Support doubles are made by opener, after partner has bid a major and 3rd hand has interfered at 2H or lower. The double shows 3 card support for responder’s major, and a raise promises four.  Suppose you open 1C:
You 

LHO

Partner
RHO


 
 1C

Pass

  1H

  1S



  
   ?
A.
♠ J8

♥ A96

♦ KT76
♣ KQ64


B.
♠ AJ4

♥ 863

♦ A63

♣ KQ64

C.
♠ K85

♥ K85
♦ A4

♣ QJ743

D.
♠ 74

♥ Q53
♦ Q6

♣ AKJ742
E.
♠ J74

♥ J5

♦ AQ63
♣ AJ92

(A): Double: Support showing 3 card heart support.  (B): Double. You can bid No Trump later.  (C) Double. Don’t even think about rebidding clubs. (D): Double. You can rebid your clubs later.  (E): Pass. You’ve got nothing to say here, and Pass speaks volumes. 
