Responding with Weak Hands 

When in doubt show support for your partner's major suit.  Not only does it make bidding easier, but also if your opponents interfere and the auction becomes competitive it is much easier for partner to judge the correct course of action if partner knows you have support.

3-card support for partner’s major

Your partner opens 1♠. How should you respond with hand (a)?

(a)
♠  10 7 4
♥ 5 4   
♦ A J 8 7
♣  Q 4 3 2

Because a change of suit at the two level requires at least 9 HCP there are only two bids available to show weaker hands: 1NT and 2♠. That means you will need to respond with 1NT on some highly unbalanced shapes, including hands with a void in partner's suit so if you bid 1NT with (a) how is partner to know that you have 3-card spade support plus a ruffing value in hearts? 

  We recommend that if you have 3-card support for partner's major suit, a doubleton,  and 6-9 HCP you prefer to raise partner's major to the two level rather than respond 1NT. For a 1♠ opening bid partner will have either 5 spades, in which case you are in the correct denomination, or a balanced hand too strong for a 1NT opening bid with only 4 spades. In that case opener should be mindful that responder might have 3-spades. 

(b)
♠ A J 8 2

♠ 10 7 4


West
East


♥ A 7 6

♥ 5 4



1♠
2♠


♦ K 10 2

♦ A J 8 7


P


♣ A 6 5

♣ Q 4 3 2

With 15-16 HCP opener passes. If you consider declarer's prospects in (b) you will see that 2♠ is at least as good as 1NT.

(c)
♠ A J 8 2

♠ 10 7 4


West
East


♥ A 7 6

♥ 5 4



1♠
2♠


♦ K 10 2

♦ A J 8 7


2NT
P


♣ A J 5

♣ Q 4 3 2

 With 17-18 HCP, hand (c), opener continues with 2NT, a game try.

(d)
♠ A J 8 2

♠ 10 7 4


West
East


♥ A Q 6

♥ 5 4



1♠
2♠


♦ K 10 2

♦ A J 8 7


3NT
P


♣ A J 5

♣ Q 4 3 2

With  19 HCP, hand (d), opener continues with 3NT.

Opener's no-trump rebid is a warning to responder that opener has only 4 spades. Responder should settle for a no-trump contract if the raise was based on 3-card support. If responder has 4 spades responder should revert to spades at an appropriate level. Whereas playing in a 4-3 major suit fit at the two level is unlikely to be fatal, you want to avoid 4-3 fits at a higher level unless you have reason to believe that it is a strong fit so you will be able to draw trumps easily).

We do not recommend that you raise spades on hands (e) and (f).

(e)
♠  9 7 4
♥ 5 4 2  
♦ A J 8 
♣ Q 4 3 2

(f)
♠  A 7 4
♥ 5 4   
♦ A J 8 7
♣ Q 4 3 2

Hand (e) contains no doubleton so 1NT is preferable, though it is a close decision and many expert players would bid 1NT. Hand (f) is too strong for a raise of 1♠ to 2♠. We recommend that you start with 2♣ and bid 3♠ next time. It is never right to raise 1♠ to 3♠ with only 3-card support.

Responder bids No-trumps

We saw earlier that responder has only two responses to 1♠ for a hand with 6-8 HCP: 1NT and 2♠. If responder cannot support spades 1NT is the only alternative. That means that responder must bid 1NT after a 1♠ opening bid with hands as diverse as (g) and (h). Opener should never sign off in a 5-card spade suit.

(g)
♠ -
   ♥ 9 8

♦ K 9 8 6 5
♣  K J 10 4 3 2

(h)
♠ 8 7
   ♥ A J 10 4 3 2
♦ 7

♣  10 4 3 2

If the opening bid is 1♥ there are three responses for weak hands: 1♠, 2♥ or 1NT. That makes it less likely that responder will bid 1NT on highly unbalanced shapes, but it is still possible. Even opposite a 1♦ opening responder has no alternative to 1NT with (i).

(i)
♠ K 8 7
♥ A J 8 
♦ 9

♣ 10 8 6 5 4 2

A 1NT response to 1♣ shows a balanced hand, no 4-card major suit and 6-9 HCP.

  Note that the 1NT response to 1♥ or 1♠ may have anything from 0 to 3 cards in support. If it has 3-card support the shape will be 4-3-3-3. I would guess that a 1NT response is roughly as likely to have 3-card support as a void.  Opener should not rebid his suit with a 5-card suit!

Responder changes suit at the one level

You need just 6 HCP to change suit at the one level. Occasionally it might be appropriate to do so with fewer HCP. We would recommend a response of 1♠ to 1♥ with (j). If opener rebids hearts you will regret it, but otherwise you are likely to be better off. It is even possible that 4♠ is making with 1♥ going off.

(j)
♠  K 10 5 4 3 2    
♥ 9
   ♦ 9 6 4
♣ 10 9 8

Responder changes suit at the two level 

To change suit at the two level responder needs at least 9 HCP. That doesn't mean that responder must always change suit with 9 HCP.

(k)
 ♠ 2

♥ A Q 8 4 3

♦ K 9 7 2
♣ 8 6 4

(l)
 ♠ K 8 2
♥ A Q 8 4 3

♦ 9 7

♣ 10 9 6

(m)
 ♠ 2

♥ A Q 8 4 3

♦ K 9 7 2
♣ K 6 4

With (k) the best response to 1♠ is 1NT. The point is that this doesn't compel a rebid. If instead you respond with 2♥ then opener must rebid, and if minimum is quite likely to have to rebid a moth eaten 5-card spade suit. This you would have to pass, leaving partner in a silly contract. Of course opener must have a rebid planned over a 2♥ response, but opener has the right to expect that you only force such a rebid when you have reason to believe that the resulting contract will be playable.

  With (l) you can respond to 1♠ with 2♥. This time you will be happy with a 2♠ rebid.

  With (m) you can also respond 2♥. This time you are happy to continue with 2nT over opener's spade rebid. Of course with 12 HCP 1NT is not an option.

It is worth noting that the only time that responder will change suit at the two level with fewer than 10 HCP is when responder has tolerance for opener's suit. That can lead to auctions like this.

(n) Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder

♠ A J 9 4 3

♠ K 10


1♠

2♣

♥ 8 7 


♥ 10 5 2

2♦

2♠

♦ A K 8 4

♦ 6 3 2

♣ 5 4


♣ A Q 9 3 2

In (n) responder could have responded 1NT but, attracted by the strong doubleton in spades, 2♣ was reasonable. When opener rebid 2♦ responder knew opener had at least 5 spades. Responder gave preference to 2♠ because the 5-2 spade fit would  probably play better than a 4-3 diamond fit. the 2♠ bid is called false preference, false in as much as responder has shorter spades than diamonds, but not false in that responder can judge that spades will probably be a better contract.

  If you think of the implications of this, it is clear that if responder wanted to pass 2♦ it would have been a mistake to respond 2♣ in the first place. In that case it makes sense to say that 2♦ is forcing. A third suit by opener after a change of suit at the two level by responder is forcing. If 2♦ is forcing you can play that 3♦ is a cue bid agreeing clubs, responder's suit.

In most cases a change of suit at the two level shows just a 4-card suit, but the sequence 1♠: 2♥ guarantees 5 hearts because it uses up so much space.

Finally, note that you really want to respond in your longest suit.

(o)
♠  K Q 4 2

♥ A 4

♦ 7 4

♣ K Q 9 4 3

(p)
♠  K J 4 2

♥ 7 4

♦ 7 4

♣ K Q 9 4 3

If partner opens 1♥ it is not clever to respond with 1♠ just because it is a major. Bid 2♣ and continue with 2♠ ( responder’s reverse) if partner rebids 2♥.

  However (p) is the exception to this rule. If you respond 2♣ and partner rebids 2♥ you don’t have the 11 points needed for a responder’s reverse. You would have to pass 2♥ without ever mentioning your spades. In that case you should have responded 1♠ rather than 2♣ in the first place. 

