Responding to 1NT  
The common themes to almost all our responses to 1NT are Stayman and Red-Suit transfers. We all have our own opinions about how the 2♠  and 2NT responses should be used.  My intention in this article is not to interfere on these private matters but to ensure that your partnership has clarity after Stayman and transfers. 

How do you interpret the 4NT bid in each of these sequences?

(1)
West
East

(2)
West
East


1NT
2♥ 


1NT
2♣ 

2♠ 
4NT


2♥ 
4NT

If you play that 4NT is always Blackwood you will have no problem. Equally if you play that 4♣  is always Gerber then presumably 4NT are natural, quantitative bids here. However the rest of us need to know if our partnership is not to hit the rocks.

Red-suit Transfer bids

One-suited hands

How do you play 4♦  and 4♥  opposite a 1NT opening? In particular 4♦  seems to have no particular meaning. Why not play them as red-suit transfers. Now, if partner opens 1NT and you jump to 4♦  you are telling partner you definitely want to play in hearts. He must bid 4♥ . He cannot break the transfer. You can pass this, or bid on towards a slam. 

(3)
West
East

(4)
West
East


1NT
4♦ 


1NT
4♦ 

4♥ 
4NT


4♥ 
5♣ 
Therefore in (3), 4NT is whatever sort of Blackwood you play. You no longer need 4NT as Blackwood in auction (1) so there it is quantitative. In (4) 5♣  is a cue bid.

Now consider the implications of hands that start with a 2-level transfer. You have removed two hand-types from the equation: those that want to play in 4♥ /♠  whatever opener has and those which want to force agreement and move on beyond 4♥ /♠ . So how about sequence (5)?

(5)
West
East


1NT
2♦ 

2♥ 
4♥ 
I would suggest that this should be a mild slam try with no singleton or void. Since East must have 6 hearts the shape must be exactly 6-3-2-2. 

So how about sequences (6) and (7)?

(6)
West
East

(7)
West
East


1NT
2♦ 


1NT
2♦ 

2♥ 
3♦ 


2♥ 
4♦ 
(6) is a totally natural auction. 3♦  is a new suit at the three level (because 2♦  was a transfer), game forcing. Responder has 5 hearts and at least 4 diamonds.

  In (7)  4♦  is clearly a cue bid agreeing hearts  (new suit at the four level). However since there is only one hand shape with 6 hearts that doesn’t have a singleton (6-3-3-2) and that shape has already been well dealt with then 4♦  should be a splinter bid, showing a singleton diamond. This can allow you to reach a slam by diagnosing no wasted values as in hand (a) where West is aware that there are no wasted values in diamonds.

(a) West

East

♠  A 8  

♠  K Q 3

♥  K J 5

♥  A Q 9 7 6 2

♦  8 6 4 3

♦  2

♣  A J 9 3

♣  K Q 2

West

East

1NT

2♦ 
2♥ 

4♦ 
4NT

5♦ 
6♥ 
Two-suited hands

What do you think 4♥  means in auction (8)?

(8)
West
East

(9)
West
East


1NT
2♥ 


1NT
2♥ 

2♠ 
4♥ 


2♠ 
3♥ 





3NT
4♥ 
You can easily show a major 2-suiter (at least 5-5 shape) by bidding slower, as in (9), so there is no need to depart from our principle that a new suit at the four level is a cue bid (in this case forcing spades as trumps). But look at hands (b) and (c).

(b)
♠  K J 6 5 4

(c)
♠  A K J 6 4


♥  A Q 5 3 2

♥  A Q 5 3 2


♦  K 7



♦  K 7


♣  2



♣  2

With (b) you simply want to play in game. With (c) you equally want to show 5-5 shape but are worth a slam try. Since it may take you to the 4-level to show your 5-5 shape how can you distinguish? The answer lies in auction (10).

(10)
West
East




1NT
2♣ 

2♦ 
4♥ 
East starts by using Stayman. If that uncovers a 5-4 major fit then the problem is solved. If the response to 2♣  is 2♦  responder jumps to 4♥  to show 5-5 shape. I play that auction (10) shows a hand that just wants to play in game, whereas (9) is a mild slam try.

All this is certainly a great improvement but beware. Your partner opens 1NT and you hold 13 HCP and 6 hearts. You dreamily bid 2♦, and then realise that your intended next bid will be an unwanted slam try.  I am not a great believer in great complexity for these sort of reasons, but this system does satisfy all the necessary criteria for a really good conventional idea. It is theoretically excellent and comes up quite frequently, 

Stayman

I still haven’t answered the question of whether the 4NT in auction (2) is Blackwood or not. It might depend on other parts of your system, for example if you play a 2♠  response to 1NT as including balanced hands worth a slam try then 4NT has no use as Blackwood. However if it is not clear in your system consider auctions (11) and (12).

(11)
West
East

(12)
West
East


1NT
2♣ 


1NT
2♣ 

2♥ 
3♣ 


2♥ 
4♣ 
In (11) 3♣  should be natural and forcing. Yes, I know that traditionally 3♣  was a sign off but that is rarely played nowadays. You need a way to investigate a 4-4 major fit and show good clubs if no major fit is found. In (12) 4♣  is a cue bid agreeing hearts (new suit at the four level). If you want to agree hearts you can always start with such a cue bid and bid Blackwood later. Therefore 4NT in (2) should be natural.

I hope that by now you agree with the view I stated in previous articles that 1NT is a very helpful start to the auction. It is possible to bid very accurately over a 1NT opening bid.

I have just one titbit to finish with. It is normal to abandon Stayman and transfers if opponents double your no-trump because the priority shifts from constructive bidding to being able to sign off in any suit.
Responding to 2NT

I am going to assume that you play a 2NT opening bid as 20-22 HCP. Whatever system you use, you should use also in uncontested auctions where 2NT is the first natural bid (rg. 2♣   P  2♦   P  2NT).  Unlike a 1♥  opening an Acol 2♥  opening has a minimum acceptable suit quality. That means that you would consider opening 2NT on hand shapes that would not be remotely suitable for 1NT. 

(a)
♠  A J 7

(b)
♠  K 8 6


♥  A K


♥  A


♦  K 7



♦  A Q 6 5 4

♣  A Q 8 7 6 5

♣  A K J 2

Either (a) or (b) would be reasonable for a 2NT opening bid. The fact that such shapes are permissible make it important for responder to investigate alternative denominations.

The main difference between bidding opposite 1NT and 2NT is that if your partner opens 2NT you have one fewer level of bidding available. Generally the level lost is the ability to unambiguously agree a suit and cue bid or bid Blackwood. The ‘missing’ layer is a serious setback which makes bidding over 2NT much less satisfactory than over 1NT. It also makes me wonder why do so many partnerships choose to play that a 2NT opening bid shows 19-20 HCP. What is the point of opening balanced 19 HCP hands at the two level when the bidding methods available if partner has a good hand are so limited? The system of responses I outline below should help you make best use of the limited space available and to ensure that you and your partner are on the same wavelength. 

General Principles of responding to 2NT

In my view finding the correct denomination takes priority to cue bidding, so we cannot apply the principle that a new suit at the four level is a cue bid. That principle only applies after a 1-level opening. Therefore:

If responder introduces a second suit at the three or four level after a reply to Stayman or a transfer, that is natural, and opener should initially assume that responder is looking for the best game rather than seeking a slam.

   Opener can then continue with a new suit (a cue bid) just in case responder is looking for a slam.  Or:   If opener then bids 4NT it is natural, showing he dislikes both of responder’s suits.

It will be a general principle of this article that if 4NT could reasonably be natural then it is natural.  Where there is so little room asking for aces becomes a luxury you cannot afford. Most slam investigating opposite a 2NT opening bid has more to do with judgement and hand evaluation than with conventions. 4NT can arise in four ways:

(i)  4NT is clearly Blackwood  because a trump suit has been explicitly agreed. Maybe responder has transferred and opener has broken the transfer. Maybe responder has bid two suits and opener has given preference. Maybe responder has made a 4-level major suit transfer.

(ii) 4NT is a natural bid. This covers most cases other than (1). Auction (6).

(iii)  4NT is clearly Blackwood because a cue bid has been made by opener However responder has bid two suits and it is not totally clear which suit has been agreed.  If you play Roman Key Card Blackwood the responses assume 6 key cards, the four aces and the kings in responder’s suits. The responses don’t need to change as it is hard to imagine using Blackwood if your partner has all six key cards. See hand (e).

(iv)   When responder is known to have 5-5 shape then opener is expected to pick one of responder's suits. He does not need a 4NT bid to show he is dissatisfied with both of his partner's suits so 4NT is Blackwood. Hand (g). 

Summary of responses to 2NT

3♣  = 5-card major Stayman

3♦  = transfer to 3♥ 
3♥  = transfer to 3♠ 
3♠  = 5 spades and 4 hearts

3NT= natural

4♣  = Either clubs or diamonds. Slam try. This is explained later.

4♦  = transfer to 4♥ 
4♥  = transfer to 4♠ 
5-card major Stayman

3♣  should initially ask opener whether he has a 5-card major, eg hand (c), auction (1).

(c)  West

East

♠  K Q 7 6 5
♠  J 8 2

♥  A 2

♥  9 7

♦  K Q 4

♦  A 7 5 2

♣  A Q 3

♣  J 9 5 4

(1) West
East

2NT

3♣ 
3♠ 

4♠ 
If opener does not have a 5-card or 4-card major he bids 3NT in response to 3♣ .

If opener has no 5-card major but one or more 4-card majors he bids 3♦  in response to 3♣ . Both partners can then continue bidding their 4-card suits until a fit is found or 3NT is reached, eg. Hand (d)  auction (2).

(d)  West

East

♠  K Q 7 6 

♠  J 6 3 2

♥  A 2

♥  9 7

♦  K Q 4 2

♦  A 7 5 

♣  A Q 3

♣  J 9 5 4

(2) Non-Puppet Stayman
(3) Puppet Stayman

West
East


West
East

2NT
3♣ 


2NT
3♣ 
3♦ 
3♠ 


3♦ 
3♥ 
4♠ 



3♠ 
4♠ 
A theoretically superior method is called Puppet Stayman (hand (d), auction (3) where after a 3♦  rebid by opener responder bids the major suit he hasn’t got.  East’s 3♥  shows 4 spades. The effect of that is to reach the same contract, but played by the 2NT opener. Using Puppet Stayman, responder (the weaker hand) bids the suit he hasn’t got, while opener (the stronger hand) bids the suit he has got. Therefore the stronger hand becomes declarer and is concealed from the view of the defenders.

Red-suit Transfer bids

One-suited hands

As with bidding over 1NT, the 4-level transfer in auction (4) is used either when you want to sign off in 4♠  or when you want to state that spades are trumps and intend to carry on towards a slam, Therefore the sequence in (5) is a mild slam try. It certainly guarantees 6 spades but the hand might have a side-suit singleton.

(4)
West
East

(5)
West
East


2NT
4♥ 


2NT
3♥ 

4♠ 



3♠ 
4♠ 
Two-suited hands with a major and a minor
If you transfer opposite partner’s 2NT opening and then bid a new suit at the four level you are showing a two-suited hand with at least 5-4 shape. The auction for hand (e) shows a good auction to the best contract. 4NT is a type (iii) bid.

(e) West

East

♠  K Q 6

♠  7 2

♥  K 6

♥  A Q 7 3 2

♦  A Q 8 7

♦  K 6

♣  A K 7 3

♣  Q J 10 6

West

East

2NT

3♦ 
3♥ 

4♣ 
4♦ 

4NT 

5♦ 

6♣ 
East has shown at least 5 hearts and at least 4 clubs. West shows he likes one of East’s suits by making a cue bid of 4♦ . It is assumed that the agreed suit is clubs, the last bid suit, unless West gives preference to hearts at some stage. 4NT is Roman Key Card Blackwood and 5♦  shows 1 or 4 of the 6 key cards (the ♥ K, ♦ A and ♣ A K).

Responder has both major suits

With 5 hearts and 4 spades responder can transfer to hearts, then bid 3♠ .

With 5 spades and 4 hearts responder bids 3♠  opposite 2NT.

With 5-5 in the major suits and no slam ambitions responder can go through 3♣  and then bid 4♥  if the response is 3NT, as in hand (f). This is consistent with my recommended  bidding over 1NT.

(f)  West

East

♠  K Q 6

♠  J 10 8 7 2

♥  A 6

♥  Q J 9 3 2

♦  A J 8 7

♦  9 6

♣  A K 7 3

♣   6

West

East

2NT

3♣ 
3NT

4♥ 
4♠ 
With 5-5 in the major suits and wishing to make a slam try opener transfers into spades and then bids 4♥ . In hand (g) West, knowing that East has 5-5 shape and slam invitational values, is interested in a spade slam and uses Roman Key Card Blackwood with six key cards. This is a type (iv) 4NT bid.

(g)  West

East

♠  K Q 6

♠  A J 9 7 3 

♥  A 6

♥  Q 10 4 3 2

♦  A J 8 7

♦  K 6

♣  A K 7 3

♣   6

West

East

2NT

3♥ 
3♠ 

4♥ 
4NT

5♦ 
6♠ 
Hands with a minor suit

If you can bear to give up your beloved Gerber look at auction (6).

(6)  West
East

2NT

4♣  

4♦ 

4♠ 
4NT


4♣  shows an undisclosed minor suit and a hand worth a slam try. 4♦  is forced and asks: ‘Which minor?’ 4♥  would show clubs: 4♠  shows diamonds. 4NT is natural saying, I don’t like your diamonds:  a type (i) 4NT bid. This use of 4♣  is clearly necessary if you play 4♦  as a transfer to 4♥  because you need some way of showing diamonds.   
