Alerting Doubles  
Doubles of suit contracts up to and including the three level are assumed to be for takeout unless alerted. In contrast, doubles of no-trump bids are assumed to be for penalties. You will be aware of traditional takeout doubles and negative doubles, but there are a lot more low level doubles of suit contracts that may be clearly for takeout, but partnership discussion is necessary to determine their precise meaning. 
The Responsive Double

(i)   South
West
North
East

(ii)     South
West
North
East

       1♦
Dbl
2♦
Dbl


1♦
Dbl
3♦
Dbl

(iii)  South
West
North
East


1♥   
Dbl
2♥
Dbl
In each case East is responding to West's double with a double. Hence the name, RESPONSIVE DOUBLE. The principle is that when an opponent voluntarily raises partner's suit to the two or three level you abandon penalty doubles, and double instead for takeout, with the emphasis firmly on the major fit.

East should only pass the buck back to West if unable to choose. In auction (i) East is showing two four-card majors, and is worried about choosing partner's three-card suit. Holding just one major, East should bid it.

East should double after sequence (i) with as little as (a). The law of total tricks shows the need to compete at the two level if each side has an eight-card fit.
(a)
♠ Q 8 4 3
    ♥ K 10 4 2

♦ 9 4 3
♣ 7 2

After auction (ii) hand (b) is minimum for East's double, other​wise West can never tell whether or not to bid game.
(b)
♠ K Q 4 3
    ♥ K 10 4 2

♦ 9 4 3
♣ 7 2

In auction (iii) East denies four spades, showing length in the minor suits.
(iv)  West

East


South
West
North
East

♠ K J 7 5

♠ A Q 6 4

1♣
Dbl
2♣
Dbl

♥ A Q 3 

♥ K J 4 2

Pass
2♠
Pass
Pass

♦ Q J 10 4 

♦ 6 3


Pass

♣ 4 3

♣ 6 5 2

East’s double in auction (iv) shows both majors. West bids 2♠, showing  a minimum double of 1♣
(v)  West

East


South
West
North
East

♠ K J 7 5

♠ A Q 6 4

1♣
Dbl
2♣
Dbl

♥ A Q 3 

♥ K J 4 2

Pass
3♠
Pass
4♠


♦ A J 10 4 

♦ 6 3


Pass
Pass
Pass

♣ 4 3

♣ 6 5 2

East’s double in auction (v) shows both majors. West bids 3♠, showing  a better than minimum double of 1♣. East raises to game.

(vi)  West

East


South
West
North
East

♠  A K 7 4

♠ 6 3 2

1♥
Dbl
2♥
Dbl
♥  A 9

♥ 8 6 


Pass
3NT
Pass
Pass
♦  K 9 5 3

♦ A Q 4 2

Pass
♣  A 8 3

♣ K 10 6 2
In auction (vi) East’s double denies four spades. With 17 points West knows that game should be there and with a heart stopper a jump to 3NT is reasonable.

(vii)   South
West
North
East

(viii)     South
West
North
East


1♠
Dbl
2♠
?


1♥
Dbl
 3♥
Dbl

Auctions (vii) and (viii) are different in that while there is just one unbid major, East has less space for manouevre. You could use East’s doubles as responsive doubles, showing length in both minors but there is a better use. In (vi) there are two possible uses for 3♥: competitive or as a game-try in the unbid major. We suggest you use 3♥ to contest the part-score, (c), and double with a game-try in hearts, (d).
(c)
♠ 7 2

♥ K J 6 4
♦ K 9 3
♣ 10 7 4 2

(d) 
♠ 7 2

♥ K J 6 4
♦ K 9 3
♣  A 7 4 2

 In (viii), 3♠ by East would be competitive, while double invites 4♠. We will see further examples of Game-try doubles later in this document.
The Competitive Double 

(i)   South
West
North
East

(ii)     South
West
North
East


1♥
1♠
2♥
Dbl


1♥
1♠
3♥
Dbl

The principles behind East's double in auctions (i) and (ii) are similar to those discussed in the section on responsive doubles. North has voluntarily raised South's suit, making it clear that there is not much to be gained by a penalty double. Therefore East doubles for takeout, known as a COMPETITIVE DOUBLE. With (i) East probably has tolerance for spades and at least four cards in each minor suit, hand (a).
(a)
♠ K 7

♥ 8 4 2
♦ A J 7 3
♣ 10 9 6 5

In (ii) East has fewer bids available, just like auctions (iv) and (v) in the section on responsive doubles. Again you could use the double to show both minor suits, however we suggest East bids 3♠ to compete for the part-score, hand (b), and a competitive double with a game-try in spades, hand (c).
(b)
♠ K 7 4
♥ 5 2

♦ Q J 8 5
♣ Q 10 9 8

(c)
♠ K 7 4
♥ 5 2

♦ A 9 8 5
♣ A J 10 9 

(iii)   South
West
North
East




1♥
1♠
2♣
Dbl

In auction (iii) it might make sense to play East's double for penalties if North's 2♣ can be passed, but 2♣ is normally played as forcing and there is no point in doubling a forcing bid for penalties. If 2♣ is forcing. East's double is competitive, suggesting a willingness to compete in spades or dia​monds. Perhaps East has hand (d).

 (d)
♠ Q 6

♥ 8 5 3
♦ A Q J 6 4

♣ 9 5 3
(iv) West

East


South
West
North
East

♠ A 5 4 3

♠ K 9 7 2

1♥
2♦
2♥
Dbl

♥ 4


♥ 10 5 2

Pass
4♠
Pass
Pass

♦ A K 8 7 5 2

♦ Q 3


Pass
♣ A 6


♣ K 8 3 2
In auction (iv) East’s double suggests spades, clubs and diamond tolerance. With only 5 losers West jumps straight to 4♠.

(v) West

East


South
West
North
East

♠ 8 5 4 3

♠ K 9 7 2

1♥
2♦
2♥
Dbl

♥ 4


♥ 10 5 2

Pass
2♠
Pass
Pass

♦ A K 8 7 5 2

♦ Q 3

♣ A 10


♣ K 8 3 2

In auction (v) East’s double suggests spades, clubs and diamond tolerance. West shows a minimum 2♦ overcall by bidding spades at the lowest level. 

The Game Try Double  

The rationale behind the proliferation of low-level takeout doubles is that if opponents have found a fit at a low level it is seldom in your best interests to make a penalty double. What should South's double mean in auction (i):

(i)  West
North
   East
        South

   1♥

1♠
   3♥
        Dbl
It would be perfectly plausible to play the double for takeout, based on holding both minor suits. However, a more efficient use exists.
Had East raised to just 2♥ South could have bid 2♠ or 3♠ competitively or made a game try in spades with an unassuming cue bid of 3♥. After the jump to 3♥, South can have two conflicting aims, to compete in spades for the part-score and to invite game in spades. A bid of 3♠ cannot fulfil both functions.

(a)
♠ K 9 3 2
♥ 8 3

♦ K J 4 3 2
    ♣ 9 5 

(b)
♠ K 9 3
♥  8

♦ K J 4 3 2
    ♣ A 9 5 4

With (a) South wants to compete with 3♠ (9-card fit)) but has no serious ambitions for game. With (b), game is possible opposite a maximum overcall. One solution is to bid a competitive 3♠ with (a) and use Double as a game try with (b). Hence the name. Game Try Double.

The situation is similar in auction (ii):
(ii) West
North
    East        South

    1♥
2♦
    2♥
         3♦
     ?

West may wish to compete to 3♥ or to invite game (there is no trial bid available). The 3♥ bid cannot be the servant of two masters. The approach adopted by most top players to cater for such dilemmas is to bid the agreed suit (3♥) merely to compete and to double as a game invitation. Clearly this is an area that needs close partnership understanding, including whether the double is also a game try if North had passed.

To bid 3♥ in the preceding auction. West should have at least five hearts and not enough strength to warrant a game invitation. Hand (c) would be a suitable candidate:
(c)  ♠ A 8 4

♥ K Q 10 9 7 6
♦ 9 2

♣ K 8
To use the game try double in the same sequence. West would have a hand that would invite game after the single raise with or without the opposition intervention. Hand (d) would do:

(d)
♠ A Q 4
♥ K Q J 8 6

♦ 9 2

♣ A J 9

(iii) West

East


South
West
North
East

♠ K Q J 6 3 2
♠ 10 9 5 4 


1♠
2♣
2♠


♥ A 7

♥ 9 8 


3♣
3♦
Pass
4♠


♦ K 6 5 4

♦ A Q J 3 

Pass
Pass
Pass

♣ 2


♣ 8 5 4

In auction (iii) West makes a perfect trial bid of 3♦: he wants help in diamonds. With a perfect diamond holding East has an easy jump to 4♠.

(iv)  West

East


South
West
North
East

♠ K Q J 6 3 2
♠ 10 9 5 4


1♠
2♥
 2♠


♥ A 7

♥  9 8 


3♥
Dbl
Pass
 4♠
♦ K 6 5 4

♦ A Q J 3

Pass
Pass
Pass

♣ 2


♣ 8 5 4

In auction (iv) West has no trial bid available so he can only make a game try double. Of course this makes it harder for East because the double doesn’t stress the need for help in diamonds, however East is still just about worth 4♠.
The Support Double

(i)   South
West
North
East

(ii)     South
West
North
East

      1♦
Pass
1♥
1♠

          1♦
Pass
1♥
1♠
      2♥





Dbl

(a)
♠ 9 3

♥ K J 6 2

♦ A Q 10 4 2

♣ Q 10

(b)
♠ 9 3

♥ K J 6 2

♦ A Q 10 4 2

♣ A Q

(c)
♠ 9 

♥ K J 6 

♦ A Q 10 4 2

♣ Q 10 3 2

(d)
♠ 9 3

♥ K J 6 

♦ A Q 10 4 2

♣ A K 2

(e)
♠ 9 3

♥ K J 6 

♦ A Q 10 4 3 2
♣ A K

(f)
♠ 9 3

♥ K 6 


♦ A Q 10 4 3 2
♣ A K 2

How many hearts do you think South is showing in auction (i)? South would certainly raise to 2♥ with hand (a), but how about (c)? If East hadn't intervened South might well have rebid 2♥ in preference to 2♣, and it could be argued that now the auction has become competitive it is even more important to show heart tolerance before West can raise spades.

However, if South can raise to 2♥ with (a) or (c) it makes it difficult for North to know how far to compete. Suppose West raises spades. North cannot apply the law of total tricks without knowing whether the heart fit is 5-4 or 5-3. (Note that with a game-try North could make either a trial bid, or a game try double over a raise to 2♠, so 3♥ does not invite South to raise to game).

The solution lies in the SUPPORT DOUBLE (or SUPPORT REDOUBLE if East doubles North's I♥ rather than bids.) South's 2♥ in auction (i) guarantees four hearts because three-card support is shown with a double, as in (ii). The strength of this double is not defined, as the double is forcing. If South fails to double. South denies three hearts. Part of the attraction of this method is the information passed by the failure to double.

With (a) South bids 2♥ over 1♠. With (b) South jumps to 3♥.
With (c) South doubles, and then should feel free to pass.

With (d) South doubles, then makes a further game-try if North signs off in 2♥. 2♠ would be an appropriate continuation.

With (e) South doubles and then bids 3♦ over 2♥, showing a strong hand with six diamonds and three hearts.

With (f) South jumps to 3♦ over 1♠, denying three hearts.
(iii) West

East


South
West
North
East

♠ A 7 5

♠ K Q 6 3 2


1♥
Pass
1♠



♥ A K 9 5 4

♥ 7 6 


Dbl
Redbl
2♣
3♠
♦ A J 7

♦ K Q 6

Pass
4♠
Pass
Pass
♣ 8 4 

♣ 9 3 2

Pass
In auction (iii) West’s redouble shows 3-card spade support: maybe a minimum opening bid, maybe stronger. East makes a game try with a jump to 3♠ and West raises to game.

(iv) West

East


South
West
North
East

♠ A 7 5

♠ K Q 3 2


1♥
Pass
1♠
♥ A K 9 5 4

♥ 7 6 3

Dbl
Redbl
2♣
2♥
♦ A J 7

♦ K Q 6

Pass
3♥
Pass
4♥
♣ 8 4 

♣ 9 3 2

Pass
Pass
Pass

In auction (iv) West’s redouble shows 3-card spade support: maybe a minimum opening bid, maybe stronger. East’s 2♥ suggests he has only 4 spades but 3-card heart support. West makes a game try with 3♥ and East accepts.
Flexible Doubles In Crowded Auctions

By now you may be wondering whether any doubles of low-level suit contracts are for penalties. The answer is, 'some but not many'. It would be possible to write a lengthy book on this subject alone. A huge number of auctions can develop and it is obviously essential to know whether a double is for takeout or for penalties. The principles involved can be illustrated by considering various examples.

What should North do with hand (a) after auction (i)? North/South are vulnerable.
(a)
♠ K Q 9 8
♥ 6 4

♦ A K J 10 8

♣ A 5

(i)   West
North
East
South

   
1♥
Dbl
Pass
3♣

3♥
?

With just your side vulnerable, you double West's I♥ opening and plan to bid diamonds if partner does not bid spades. South gives you a pleasant surprise with a jump to 3♣. Your intention of changing suit to 3♦ (forcing, of course, because a hand too strong for a 2♦ overcall opposite a hand worth a jump to 3♣ is clearly worth game) is rudely shattered when West makes the annoying bid of 3♥. This seems to take little bidding space away but it is remarkably inconvenient. A sensible approach to such a problem is to consider your options and then pick the least flawed.

3♠  would suggest a single-suited hand with spades (ie. Too strong to overcall 1♠).

3NT would promise a heart stopper.

4♣ may leave you in the wrong denomination.

4♦ would describe your hand well enough, but it bypasses 3NT, which may be the correct contract.

Pass in no way describes your extra values. Partner could reasonably pass, too, leaving you with little compensation for a vulnerable game.

A penalty double would probably give you about 300, not adequate compensation for your vulnerable game.

None of these 'answers' solves the problem. That is why experts tend to play double here as showing extra values, a sort of 'card showing' takeout double. Partner can remove it or pass for penalties, as partner sees fit. You lose little by giving up the out-and-out penalty double. After all, having made a takeout double initially, how often will you find yourself sitting there with a heart stack? Of course, partner will not always make the right decision. However, when the auction becomes crowded, perfection can rarely be achieved. Accept that the opponents have made life hard for you and aim for a sensible result. A 'card showing' takeout double will rarely lead you astray.
(ii)
West
North
East
South


1♠
4♦
?

(b)
♠ A 6

♥ Q J 9 5 4

♦ 8

♣ A Q 10 6 3

Vulnerable against not, you hold this fine hand (b) and hear partner open 1♠ You are looking forward to a fruitful dialogue to determine which game or slam to bid when North curtails any discussion with a pre-emptive leap to 4♦. How do you cope with this?

It does not pay to reserve the double for those rare occasions when you want to penalise 4♦. This is a sensible rule: After any opposition pre-empt, double is for takeout. Double will produce a sensible rebid from your partner, who might have one of these hands:

(f)
♠ K Q 10 9 7 4
♥ A 7


♦ 7 4 2
♣ K 5

(g)
♠ K J 9 7 4

♥ A 8 7 6 2

♦ 7

♣ K 5

(h)
♠ K J 9 7 4

♥ K 6


♦ K 10 7
♣ K 5 4

(i)
♠ K Q J 7 4

♥ A 6 3 2

♦ -

♣ K 5 4 2
With (f), West will bid 4♠ after your double.

With (g), West will remove the double to 4♥.

With (h). West's diamonds are more useful in defence than offence and so West passes. A corollary to the above rule applies here: After a high-level takeout double, remove the double only to a contract that you expect to make. Partner will not remove the double with a hand like (h) when you have no obvious fit.

With (i). West bids 5♦. The hand is not strong in HCP but the void in the opposition suit boosts the trick taking potential. Facing a penalty double. West would feel obliged to pass but opposite a takeout double at the four-level, suggesting game values, West can see the slam potential when holding just five losers. 6♥ or 6♣ is almost certain for East-West and, while thirteen tricks might be made, it is wise after a pre-empt to be conservative in slam bidding.
