Winning With Wimpy
At Matchpoints, it is a losing strategy to defend when holding the balance of power. I define balance of power as 22 or more of the 40 high card points in the deck. With this much strength, you should rarely fear bidding to the level equal to your side’s combined trump length. (e.g. with a combined 9 card heart suit bidding to at least 3 Hearts). Of course your opponents will be just as willing to compete to the level of their combined trump holding as well. We recognize this principle (loosely) as the Law of Total Tricks. At some point, one of the two sides will usually make a bid which exceeds the LAW number suggested for a particular hand. (e.g. bidding to the 3 level when each side has only 8 total trumps.  Believers in the LAW (count me in) know that it is seldom correct to bid higher if the opponents have already exceeded the combined trump total. If the opponents have the balance of power, bidding further may result in a costly penalty double. If you have the balance of power, doubling the opponents at this point will often prove more profitable than bidding further, even if you can make your contract one level higher.  If…

If what? If your partner has his bid. How frustrating to chalk up yet another -730 or -810 after discovering that your partner opened “a player”. The trouble with these types of hands is that while they do indeed take several tricks on offense, they frequently don’t pull their weight on defense. More and more, I find players (even quite talented ones), that only size up the offensive potential of their hand when deciding whether or not it qualifies for an opening bid. Probably half of the players I know would open 1 Diamond holding ♠Q ♥J4 ♦KJT73 ♣KQ852 and claim it qualifies as an opening bid using one of the many evaluation methods popular today. Reverse the majors and minors and probably 80% would find some excuse to open the hand.  The problem with this practice is not how many tricks you will take if you get to play the hand, but how few tricks you can expect to collect if the opponents outbid you. Holding the original hand, how confident do you feel when you open 1D and partner eventually doubles 3H? Do you think you are beating it? I sure don’t. You can be quite certain that if you pull to 4C, 3H would have been down at least two, and if you sit for it they are going to make an overtrick. Of course you could have avoided all this agony had you simply passed initially. Quite often, you will get a chance to show both suits later, while simultaneously alerting partner that your hand may not be too powerful defensively.

New players are taught how to count their high card points and open 13 point hands. After some experience, most begin to open the hands with 12. Many eventually begin to feel that 11 is sufficient.  Let me say this as clearly as I can: High card points alone are poor indicators of the value of a hand.  I evaluate hands considerably differently. Before deciding whether or not to open the auction with one of a suit, I consider 3 things: The point count, the Quick Tricks, and the intangibles. We already know how to count points. If you don’t know (and appreciate the value of) the Quick Trick table, you haven’t scratched the surface of this game.
The Quick Trick Table:
AK = 2 QT
AQ = 1.5 QT
   KQ = 1 QT
   A = 1 QT
   K(x) = .5 QT 

There are a maximum of eight Quick Tricks on any deal. Generally, there is a minimum of six Quick Tricks on any deal (because Queens without Aces or Kings count as zero). There are NEVER more than 2 Quick Tricks in any suit.
Intangibles:

Hands with 14+ high card points or 3+ Quick Tricks should be opened always. (A)
Any hand with a 5 card suit or a singleton is worth an excuse. (E)
A good 5 card major, a good 6 card minor, or a combination of a good 5 card suit and a good 4 card suit merits a reason.  (R)
A good 6 card major, or two good 5 card suits is considered a bonus.  (B)
All hands 4-3-3-3 and 4-4-3-2 have no excuse. (N)
These three criteria defined, I use the following method in determining whether or not to open marginal hands:
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The chart is easily mastered. For example, a hand with 11 hcp and 1.5 Quick Tricks should only be opened if the hand qualifies as a bonus (B). Note the example hand qualifies under these specifications, but I can’t bring myself to count ♠Q ♥J4 as a full 3 points, so I would downgrade it to unacceptable. If these guidelines seem too simplistic, be aware that I personally open fewer hands than this method would allow. Unlike other card games, like Pinochle, you can pass early in the auction and bid later if it seems right. Not enough players take advantage of that.
My rule of thumb is 12 pts and 2.5 Quick Tricks = opening hand. If either requirement falls short I look for factors which might upgrade (or downgrade) the hand. I estimate that I open hands weaker than this chart would allow less than 1% of the time. Try it and see if your results don’t improve. 

