Winning With Wimpy
Last time, I briefly discussed how your strategy of bidding should differ depending on whether you were playing Matchpoints or Imp Pairs. This month, we will look at how you might declare the hand differently depending on the scoring system.

As I mentioned earlier, at Matchpoint scoring, overtricks are everything. There is no need to bid a ten trick game if the field won’t be there. Just making 170 when everyone else only makes 140 will be sufficient for an excellent score. At Imps, (or Imp Pairs), the only real bonus will come from actually bidding (and of course, making) the game. Once the contract has been set however, your priorities in the two different scoring methods will diverge dramatically. At Matchpoints, making a likely overtrick is often far more important than simply making your contract. A simple example:
North

S♠ A 9 




South arrives in 3NT after a routine auction and counts his


H♥ A J T



sure tricks after a spade lead. He sees 2 spades, 1 heart, 4 


D♦ A Q 7 6



diamonds, and 2 clubs for a total of 9 tricks. He knows he 


C♣ K 5 3 2



can make his contract, so he starts looking for overtricks, 
West



East


weighing the merits of possible lines of play. An expert, he
S♠ Q T 8 6 3


S♠ J 5 4 2

knows the odds. He knows that 9 tricks won’t be a very 
H♥ 9 7 



H♥ K Q 3 2

good score if others are making ten. He can duck a club, win
D♦ T 9 8


D♦ 4 3


the spade return, and cash out his winners, hoping that clubs
C♣ J 7 6


C♣ Q T 8

break 3-3. He knows this rates to work 36% of the time. He 


South




can alternatively finesse the Jack of Hearts, win the spade 
S♠ K 7 




return, cross back to a winner in his hand, then finesse the


H♥ 8 6 5 4



Ten of Hearts. This rates to gain at least one extra trick 76% 


D♦ K J 5 2



of the time but risks the contract if it fails. Going with the 


C♣ A 9 4



percentages, our expert goes down – correctly.
At Imps (and Imp Pair) scoring, our expert knows that nothing is more important than making the contract. Therefore, he adopts the completely safe, (but far less likely to succeed) plan of ducking a club. This time, he makes an overtrick, but only because he could attempt it safely. 

If you want a relatively simple comparison, every contract at Imps should be played as if it were the same contract at Matchpoints doubled. Experienced duplicate players have learned that making a doubled contract will be a top score with or without overtricks. At Imp scoring, you must look for the safest line of play to make your contract, not the line of play that rates to make an overtrick or two.  Consider this hand:
North

S♠ A 9 3



At Matchpoints, every pair got to 4S, and most got an opening


H♥ K T 9 



lead of the Jack of Diamonds. Nearly every declarer assumed


D♦ 7 6 4 2



that he would make either 10 or 11 tricks, depending on 


C♣ K J T



whether he could pick up the Queen of trumps. Every declarer
West



East


went down when East showed out on the 2nd spade trick. 
S♠ Q T 8 6


S♠ 5

H♥ 8 7 3


H♥ Q J 2

At Imps, none of the expert declarers were concerned with 
D♦ J T 9 8


D♦ A 5 3

making 11 tricks. They only wanted the safest route to 10. Do
C♣ 9 4



C♣ 8 7 6 5 3 2

you see it? Barring a 5-0 trump break, there is a way to insure 


South




losing no more than 1 spade trick. Declarer first cashed the
S♠ K J 7 4 2



King of Spades, and led a spade toward dummy, intending to 


H♥ A 6 5 4



insert the Nine if West followed low. If West showed out,


D♦ K Q 



South would rise with the Ace and play a third spade toward 


C♣ A Q




his Jxx. East would not score more than his Queen.
In both examples, no one made an error – yet the experts playing Matchpoints all went down, while the experts playing Imps all made their contracts. These amazing results occurred because the strategies of the two games can be significantly different. At MPs, you often can’t risk simply making your contract, if an overtrick is likely. At Imps, you can’t risk not making your contract. Cashing the King of Spades on the second hand (conceding the best chance for an overtrick, in order to make the strongest play for your contract) is known as a safety play. 
