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The differences between opening and overcalling

When your opponents open the bidding first your requirements for bidding are affected by the knowledge that they have opening values. We need to consider a little arithmetic. Opener has at least 12 high card points (HCP) and if you have a hand of approximate opening strength you have another 12. Therefore the two partners have at most 16 HCP between them, possibly considerably less! So how are they split? There are three possibilities (P), which will be extensively referred back to later:

P1) Your partner has most of them. Therefore you should play in game.

P2) Opener’s partner has most of them. Therefore they will outbid you, probably to game.

P3) They are evenly split. It is probable that both sides can make a part score at the two or three level if their chosen suit is trumps, It is even possible, though less likely, that both sides can make game.

Your overcalling strategy must try to cater for all three. You must convey to partner assurance of some HCP so he can identify P1). You should try to help the defence if P2) applies by suggesting a good opening lead. You must try to contest the part score if P3) applies.

Many decisions are not clear cut so how do you decide? Broadly speaking you are likely to bid on a hand that wouldn’t have merited an opening bid if you have a well shaped playing hand. On the other hand you might pass on a hand that would have merited an opening bid if you feel that your hand is as useful for defence as for playing.

A suit overcall if opponents open a suit

These criteria assume nobody is vulnerable. If only your side is vulnerable be a bit more cautious, remember your overcall might be doubled for penalties. Conversely if only your opponents are vulnerable you can be more aggressive.

You need to understand the concept of suit quality. To find the suit quality of your suit count the number of cards in the suit and add the number of honours (but only count the 10 or Jack if you have a higher honour in the suit). The resulting number is the suit quality.

A suit overcall at the one level (e.g. 1♥ 1♠) shows 8-16 HCP and at least a five card suit. If you have only 8 -10 HCP, your suit should be very strong. If you only have 8-10 HCP your suit should have a suit quality of at least 7.

A suit overcall at the two level without a jump (e.g. 1♥  2♣) shows 10-18

HCP and at least a five card suit. If you have only 10 or 11 HCP your suit

quality should be at least 8.

A jump suit overcall (e.g. 1♥  2♠ or  1♥  3♣ shows 12-16 HCP and a very

strong six card suit.


A suit overcall with a double jump is pre-emptive.

Now consider these hands if your right hand opponent (RHO) opens 1♥ with neither side vulnerable.


a)   ♠ A K Q 8 4


    b)  ♠ Q 6 4 3 2
c)
♠ Q 6 4 3 2


      ♥ 8 6

                      ♥ A K


♥ A K


      ♦ 5 3 2


                      ♦ 5 3 2


         ♦ A Q 2

      ♣ 9 7 3


                      ♣ 9 7 3


         ♣ 9 7 3

d)  ♠ 9 7 3
                           e) ♠ 8 6
                      f)    ♠ A K J 8 6 5


     ♥ 8 6

         ♥ 8 6


              ♥ 8 6

     ♦ 5 3 2

         ♦ K 7 5


              ♦ A Q I0

     ♣ A K Q 8 4

         ♣ A Q J 8 6 5


♣ 9 7

a) Overcall 1♠. You are particularly concerned about P2) above. If opponents win the contract and partner has to lead you are keen to guide him towards a spade! Note that there is a considerable difference between your playing strength and your defensive strength. If spades are trumps you probably have 5 tricks in your hand. If they play in hearts even your ♠A may be trumped! Your suit quality is 8

b) Pass. 9 HCP but suit quality only 6.

c) 1♠. This is necessary because of P3) although it is not very helpful if it persuades partner to lead a spade, This is a good example of a hand on which you must bid the lesser of evils!

d) Pass. This looks like a), indeed you have the same quality suit with identical HCP, however you need a bit more for an overcall at the two level and the risk of being doubled is that much greater.

e) 2♣. A minimum two level overcall. With these HCP and only a five card suit it would be wiser to pass. Your suit quality is 9. 

f) 2♠. A minimum jump overcall.

A no-trump overcall if opponents open a suit

You have seen hands which are worth a suit overcall because the suit was very strong but are not worth an opening bid. Now for the other side of the coin.

Consider these hands if RHO opens I♥

a) 
♠ 8 6 4

b) ♠ Q 6

c)
    ♠ 8 6 4

    
♥ A J 9 7

           ♥ A Q J 7 5 2

    ♥ A J 9 7

    
♦ A 7 5

           ♦ A 7 5

                  ♦ A 7 5

    
♣ A 10 8

           ♣ J 3

                  ♣ A K 10

a)
Pass. The hand is ideal for a INT opening bid but it would be futile to bid 1NT now. You are achieving nothing in cases P1) and P2). If P1) applies partner will bid at his turn. You will later see that different rules apply to him in fourth seat. If P2) applies you will be doubled and carnage will ensue. Neither have you any desire to compete in case P3) as your high cards are as likely to take tricks in defence as if you are playing the hand, There is no real discrepancy between your playing strength and your defensive strength.

b) Pass. You would have been delighted to open 1♥ but once you hear that hearts are their suit you have nothing to say.

c)
INT. A 1NT overcall shows 16-18 HCP and at least one guard in the enemy suit. It is slightly dangerous (you may still be doubled) but you must say something in the interest of P1).

Overcalling against no trump opening bids

Your 1NT opening bid has two important merits. Firstly it uses up bidding space, making it harder for opponents to overcall. Secondly it gives precise information to your partner, so that if they do misjudge an overcall he is well placed to make a penalty double. If RHO opens 1NT  and you have a good six card suit it is safe to overcall but balanced and two suited hands pose problems. 

The most important difference against INT is that double is for penalties not take out. It is right to double a weak 1NT on almost any hand with 16 HCP. Consider these hands if RHO opens 1NT


a)   
♠ 975                         b)   ♠ K75                     c)
♠ 85


      ♥ AQ7

                            ♥ AQ7
                           ♥ AQJ763


      ♦ KJ87

                            ♦ KJ87

                   ♦ K65


      ♣ A87

                            ♣ A87

                   ♣ 98


d)   ♠ A5
                           e)  ♠ KJ973
                    f)  ♠ 76


      ♥ AQJ763
                        ♥ Q9764
                                    ♥ A9


      ♦ KQ5
                              ♦ A7
                              ♦ AKQJ98


      ♣ 98
                                ♣ 9

                   ♣ 853

a)
Pass. Just because you would have opened 1NT doesn’t mean you should bid now.

b)
Double. This is risky but correct. If opponents have the majority of HCP they could make INT doubled but if your side has the majority of HCP (more likely as you have more than the opener) you will pick up a healthy penalty. You have done your bit. it is now down to the two unknown hands, opener’s partner and your partner.

c)
2♥. A good suit and fewer than 16 HCP.

d)
Double. Too strong for an overcall.

e)
Pass. Nothing to bid for the moment. If you feel frustrated, thinking that partner almost certainly has a fit for one of your suits, you may well be right. As you gain experience you will learn that there are plenty of conventional bids available over a 1NT opening bid to show a two suited hand.

f)
Double. You can double on fewer than 16 HCP if you have the necessary playing strength to beat 1NT

Problems facing overcallers partner

Below are six hands. For each we will consider how East will call after the following sequences. Again you will see that East’s action depends not only on his own hand but also on the circumstances. Sometimes he will seem to have no perfect bid available and must decide upon the best compromise. In general, common sense is the key.


South
West
North
East

i)                  1♠
        P          ?

ii)    1♥
         1♠
        P
          ?


a)
   ♠ Q743
b)
♠ Q743

c)
♠ K74


      ♥ 974

♥ 97


♥ 97


      ♦ 854

♦ A854
                 
♦ AK54


      ♣1096

♣ KJ8


♣ A865  


d)   ♠ KQ87
e)
♠ 6
f)
♠ 6


      ♥ 8754

♥ AQ98

♥ 8643


      ♦ A975

♦ J853

♦ KQJ983


      ♣ 5

♣ KJ87

♣ A5

i)
West has 12 + HCP and at least four spades. East can sometimes raise to 2♠ with three card support, but never to 3♠ or 4♠. He can pass if he so chooses. Therefore:

a)
Pass
b)
3♠
c)  2♣ or 2♦
d)
3♠ or 4♠
e)
2♣
f)   2♦
ii) West has 8-16 HCP and at least five spades. Three card support is always acceptable but slightly more HCP are required to bid game.

Therefore:

a)
Pass. Going nowhere opposite 8-16 HCP.

b)
2♠. Hopeful of game opposite 15 or 16 HCP.

c)
4♠. A minimum raise to game with only three card support. Don’t forget that West might have less than opening strength for his overcall.

d)
4♠. Partly pre-emptive and partly hoping to make. Not many HCP but your hand has excellent shape and partner is probably very short in hearts.

e)
INT. 9-12 HCP and at least one heart guard. You need more points to bid no-trumps opposite an overcall than opposite an opening bid because the overcall may be considerably weaker in points than an opening bid.

f)
2♦. A change of suit by overcaller’s partner shows an excellent suit of his own and dislike of overcaller’s suit. It is mildly constructive but not forcing. If East wanted to force West to bid again he would jump in his suit (3♦) or cue bid the opponents suit (2♥),

Note that as you gain more experience you will be taught that a direct raise of partner’s overcall is best played as pre-emptive. If you want to make a game try with a hand like b) or d) you start by bidding the opponents’ suit. This is called an unassuming cue bid.
Overcalls. Produced by Andrew Kambites in conjunction with First for Bridge


