The Law of Total Tricks (Part IV)
For the last 3 weeks, we have been observing how accurate the LAW can be. It’s also been noted that sometimes, rarely, the LAW can be off by two tricks or more. Can these times be predicted? 
Adjusting the LAW

“Adjusting” is not a gimmick to make the LAW work. It’s a logical process with its own set of rules. To better understand, let’s look at the guidelines that we are taught for bidding. We learned the Point Count System, but as we improved, we learned that not all 11 point hands are the same. For example, we now recognize that:

♠ QT98
♥ KJ98
♦ JT

♣ AT9

is a far better hand than

♠ Q532
♥ KJ63
♦ J2

♣ A65
even though they both have exactly the same high cards. It’s also better to have points in our long suits, so

♠ AKQ87
♥ K876
♦ 876

♣ 6
is far more desirable than 

♠ 87654
♥ 8765
♦ AKQ
♣ K
When we learned about opening bids, we discovered it was acceptable to open the bidding with

♠ A8765
♥ AQ875
♦ 983

♣ ---
but NOT with:

♠ A876
♥ A87

♦ 983

♣ Q83
For exactly the same reasons, we need to be aware that holding like QJx and KTx in the opponents’ suit are different from Axx and xxx as far as the LAW is concerned. The “soft” holdings of QJx and KTx will almost always produce a trick for us on defense, if that suit is trump. However, if WE play the hand in our own trump suit, those holdings will often prove to be worthless. As an example, let’s look at the following deal:
♠ A 6 4 3





♥ 8 5





♦ Q 9 7 2





♣ Q 6 4


♠ 9 8 2





♠ T 5


♥ A T 7 4 




♥ K 9 6 3


♦ T 6 5





♦ A K 8 3


♣ A 7 2




♣ 9 8 5





♠ K Q J 7








♥ Q J 2






♦ J 4





♣ K J T 3

Each side has eight trumps – but there are not 16 total tricks. North-South have eight tricks in spades, but East-West have only 7 tricks in hearts. In addition to their 5 side suit losers, EW must lose a trump trick. The holding of QJx of Hearts is useless to NS in their spade contract, but it’s worth a full trick on defense. Similarly, the holding of KTx is often worth a trick on defense, but not on offense. These “soft” honor combinations in the opponents’ suit are a negative adjustment factor. On close decisions, they will point us toward defending the opponents’ contract, rather than bidding on in our own suit. Assume the suit is laid out this way:





♠ K T x



♠ Q J x x




♠ A x x x






♠ x x

Clearly, EW must lose a trick in this trump suit, while if NS play the hand in a different suit, they are unlikely to benefit from the fact that the spade 10 can eventually be set up as a trick. To illustrate it stronger, give the South hand a singleton spade. EW must still lose a trick, but NS cannot gain one without help. 

How can we use this information? Simply when you have “soft” holdings (such as QJx, or QTx) in the opponents’ suits, you should consider making a downward adjustment to the trick count. An ace will take a trick matter which side plays the hand, but QJx will probably only be worth a trick half of the time – the half when you are on defense.

Not surprisingly, there are also factors which suggest adding to the trick count. Very “pure” trump suits of your own such as QJTxx opposite AK9x with no wasted queens and jacks in the side suits will often produce extra tricks. More common (and recognizable): if both sides have a big double-fit with good shape, there tend to be extra tricks. Two-suited fits behave similarly to having two trump suits. While you can’t add both suits together completely, the dynamics of the double-fit will often produce extra tricks. Consider this hand:

♠ A K 9 3





♥ 5





♦ Q J 8 7 6 5





♣ 4 3


♠ 7 6 5





♠ 4


♥ K Q J 8 7




♥ A T 9 6 2


♦ 9





♦ T 3 2


♣ Q J 9 8




♣ A K T 5





♠ Q J T 8 2








♥ 4 3






♦ A K 4





♣ 7 6 2
In this hand, the big fit, along with the pure suits yields 21 tricks, even though there are only 19 trumps. NS can take 10 tricks in spades (or diamonds) and EW can take 11 tricks in hearts (or clubs). If the double fits are uncovered in the auction, NS may correctly deduce to not allow EW to play the hand in 5H, but rather to outbid them to 5S. If EW defend 5S, (their last chance at a plus score) and West makes the mistake of leading his singleton diamond, looking for a ruff, NS will romp home with 11 tricks. This hand not only underscores the power of “pure” two-suited fits, but additionally illustrates how important it can be to take your tricks on defense immediately when an auction suggests that losers are going to be vanishing quickly. 
As you analyze the LAW at work on many deals, you’ll find that it is frequently “off” by a trick or two. This phenomenon is nearly always attributable to pure or broken holdings in each side’s trump suit, the existence of a (known or unknown) double-fit, or one of several other “adjustment factors” that we will look at later. 


When deciding how many trumps (tricks) there are on a deal, “soft” holdings in the opponents’ suits should cause you to lower your estimate of the Total Tricks count. Therefore, if you’re not sure whether to bid on or to defend, you’ll be more inclined to defend. 




















When your auction unearths a double-fit, you need to be aware that the opponents must therefore have a double-fit as well in the other two suits, even if they don’t realize it. When deciding on how many trumps (tricks) are on a deal, double fits and “pure” suits should cause you to raise your estimate of the Total Tricks Count. Therefore, if you are unsure whether to bid on or to defend, you’ll be more inclined to bid on. 








