Winning With Wimpy

For a few months now, I’ve been promising to give some tips which may actually improve your results at the table, so I’ll get down off of my soapbox for awhile and deliver some advice that might allow you to pick up a matchpoint or two. By far, I’m a firm believer that most players open far too many hands. It’s true that Meckstroth and Rodwell open nearly all 11 high card point hands, and if you ever get to the point where you can play half as well as either of them, you can choose to open any hand you like. Until then, I strongly suggest you consider tightening your requirements for opening bids on the 1-level.
Why?

Modern bidding theory (and scoring) rewards the most aggressive pairs. On a very simplistic level, for most part-score battles, the side that plays the hand will get a better matchpoint score than the side that defends. This is because -110 and -140 for allowing your opponents to play the hand will not outscore the -50 and -100 your opponents will chalk up for beating you in your best contract. Similarly, if you can make your contract, you will score better than if you allow the opponents to outbid you and only beat them 1 or 2 tricks.

That is, of course, unless you are willing to double the opponents when they have bid too high. It’s easy to double them when you have a stack of their trumps, but that will happen quite rarely. No, you definitely need a way to evaluate when your side rates to go plus, but the opponents have bid past the point you wanted to go. Experts refer to this as the balance of power. There are 40 points in the deck. When the deck is divided 20-20 or 21-19, the hand is up for grabs, and the location of key high cards (which finesses are favorable for each side) will likely determine who can make what. When it starts getting to 22-18 or more, if you have the larger number and get a negative score, you can usually assume a very poor matchpoint score. So poor in fact, that if they had made the contract doubled it wouldn’t have scored significantly worse.

Do you see where I’m going here? At matchpoints, a zero is a zero. It can’t get any worse. If everyone is bidding and making 4S vulnerable for +620, but your opponents bid 5C, it really doesn’t matter whether or not 5C makes or goes down if you don’t double it. You have two choices, both of which might be losers. You can double 5C and hope it goes down for 800, or you can bid 5S and hope that you can take one more trick than everyone else. Nothing else matters. All other roads lead to a bottom score, so you must decide which path gives you the better chance to recover. Quite possibly, nothing will work, but passing is not an option.
This dilemma, which arises occasionally in matchpoint play, is not unfamiliar to most players. However, many players do not make the natural extension to use the same strategy at lower levels. When your side has 22 or more points, you can’t expect a decent matchpoint result if you allow the opponents to play the hand undoubled. Realistically, your options become the same as discussed earlier. Bid higher, or double.  If you allow the opponents to play contracts undoubled with 18 or fewer points, you might just as well have stayed home.

What if they make it? Boo hoo. Who cares? Stuff happens. First of all, if the opponents can make a contract with 45% or less of the deck, much of the time, the distribution will be such that you could have made a higher contract if you chose to bid on rather than defend.  Also, the bidding will often provide clues as to whether those missing high cards are placed favorably for you or not. Hey if the game were simple, we’d all be professionals. I’m not saying that you must double the opponents whenever they outbid you. Nothing like that. I’m saying that when your side has 55% or more of the deck, don’t expect a good score if you defend a contract undoubled. Even if you beat their contract, it will rarely score well.
How do you know when your side has the balance of power? It all starts with a little discipline in your opening bid style. Next issue, I’m going to give you my guidelines for hands that qualify as opening bids. That part is easy. It’s recognizing which hands are best not opened that may surprise you. 
Want more? Go to www.wimpy.biz/bridge for practical tips on bidding, play, and defense.  
