TEAMS OF FOUR 1

Teams-of-Four is actually just bridge. You try to make your contract without worrying too much about overtricks. You try to defeat your opponents’ contract and if that means that you concede an unnecessary overtrick, so be it. All the techniques you learned as beginners apply. It is Duplicate Pairs which distorts the basic principles, yet up and down the country clubs are full of players who love Duplicate Pairs but won’t play Teams.

Recently I conducted a seminar at Cheltenham bridge club in an attempt to persuade the membership that teams was enjoyable. When I asked for their preferences, 75% of those present said they preferred pairs. Then I gave them the hand in diagram A and asked them how they would play it at duplicate pairs on the (2 lead from North.
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They all wanted to win the (A and guarantee their contract by cashing nine top tricks, yet it is clearcut at pairs to take the finesse because you expect the whole room to be in 3NT and you are far more likely to make an overtrick by taking the finesse than you are to go off. They all said they preferred pairs, but they were playing teams! Their reasons were predictable: they would feel really stupid if South won the (K, switched to a diamond and the defence took four diamond tricks. I must admit that it goes against my natural instinct to finesse the (Q, but then I don’t make any pretence at preferring pairs to teams. 

This sort of hand demonstrates why I prefer teams. I like a clearcut goal. When playing a contract I like to feel that my target is making my contract. When defending I am comfortable with the target of defeating the enemy contract. Playing pairs I always feel that I am pursuing a moveable or unknown target. Although in my articles on pairs I tried to explain how to set yourself targets in card play and defence that would put you ahead of the field, I must be honest and say that sometimes I simply cannot tell what I need to achieve in order to get a good score.

There is another reason that I prefer teams. It is simply less mentally demanding. Suppose South opens 1NT and North raises to 3NT. I lead the (2 from a 4-card suit and find dummy with  (A J 9 6 and 16 points. At pairs I need perfect concentration in order to hold declarer to 11 tricks. At teams I can quietly go to sleep in the knowledge that I haven’t got a hope of beating 3NT. If on the next hand South’s 1NT is raised to 3NT and dummy has just 13 points I will be refreshed and ready for the meaningful battle. Please don’t get me wrong: I don’t deliberately throw away overtricks, indeed to do so would be discourteous to team mates. However I, like most other players, do not have unlimited stamina and I need to preserve my energy for when it really counts.

So why do so many club players dislike teams? I would suggest three reasons:

1)    Fear of the unknown.

2)  The feeling that in teams they are accountable to three other people rather than just one.

3)   The fact that it is harder to get four people together than two.

I will now concentrate on what you need to form a happy and successful team.

Teams-of-Four has a different dynamic to duplicate pairs. At any form of bridge it is vital to avoid letting emotions affect you. Whether you have had a good result, or a very bad result you must put it to bed before starting the next board. If you are either elated or frustrated then your judgement will be clouded. This is easier at pairs than at teams.

Suppose you have a bad result at pairs. Maybe you horribly misplay a hand or you have a bidding misunderstanding. You can instantly see the reaction of your partner. If you are a well adjusted partnership you will say: ‘Sorry’, or ‘We must discuss this later’. A good partner will make it clear that there will be no recriminations and you can relax. A really good partner will say: ‘Hard Luck’ even if it is clearly your fault. 

Now suppose that you are playing teams. Maybe it is the most common form of Swiss Teams when you play eight boards before returning to your team-mates. If you have a disaster on the first board it will be almost one hour before you meet your team-mates. A common scenario is this:

The North/South pair have a disaster on board 1. Their confidence suffers and they make losing, but not culpable, decisions on boards 3 and 5. By board 6 they are convinced they have lost the match so they try to get it back by overbidding. Boards 6 and 7 are poor results caused by North/South deliberately taking anti-percentage actions. They return gloomily to team-mates.

Meanwhile their East/West team-mates have had an excellent match. When they come to compare scores North/South find that after the first five boards they are actually winning the match! However their attempts to retrieve a non-existent lost cause on boards 6 and 7 result in a loss. East/West say nothing but they spend the rest of the day telling anybody who will listen just how useless North/South are.

This sort of thing is not inevitable. I would suggest that you can form a happy and successful team by following these guidelines.

1)  Find a pair with whom you get on well socially.

2)  Agree a policy of no recriminations. 

3)  Accept the fact that if in the first session you are brilliant and they are hopeless, the roles may be reversed in the second session.

4)  Agree that if you have a poor board you continue to try to play percentage bridge and don’t try to get it back

5)  Agree that nobody in the team has the right to make decisions that he/she knows to be against the odds in an attempt to win (or lose) the match single-handed. I take the view that when I start a long match I am winning by 80 IMPs because that represents the errors that my opponents are going to make.  (IMPs will be explained in my next article.) I don’t have to win this match: all I have to do is to avoid chucking it straight back. You will be a winner at teams if you avoid stupidities. Opportunities for brilliancies are rare. I don’t try to win matches: I just try to avoid losing them!

6)  Be sensitive in the way you talk to team-mates. For example you come back to compare scores. –620 says your other half. –100 says you. “How on earth did you let that through’ is your natural reaction.  If they now feel they have to defend themselves they are wasting energy that should be spent on the remainder of the event.

  Don’t make exaggerated claims as to your results. Don’t go back to team-mates and say: ‘We have a good card: we must have won!’ Maybe your opponents bid two normal game contracts which failed on a finesse or a bad break and your team-mates quite reasonably did the same. They have no reason to feel guilty, but you will have made them feel uneasy and defensive.

  Be prepared to admit your errors or wrong decisions, particularly if you are the stronger pair.

Sources of gain for good teams 

Constantly push your opponents about in the part-score zone

Thirty years ago team players feared returning to team-mates with –1100. Then  expert pairs started to do some sums. The calculations below apply to IMP scoring. You need to be much more cautious at Aggregate scoring (where the basic score is not converted into IMPs.

Result 1:

Team A: North/South  make 2(  for +110     East/West make 2( for +110

                Team A score 6 IMPS for +220

Result 2:

Team B: North/South make 3NT (not vulnerable) for +400   East/West score +1100 for penalising Team A. Team B score 12 IMPs for +700  

They realised that by being aggressive Result 1 would happen frequently, whereas Result 2 was far less frequent. In real life it can be very difficult to penalise your opponents even if they are in trouble. It only needs Result 1 to happen twice to cancel out the loss from Result 2. Nowadays when a team of aggressive experts plays a more cautious team they pick up these 6 IMP swings almost as a matter of routine.

Before recommending this sort of aggressive approach I must point out that this is very much a matter of individual and team preference. If you are going to return to team-mates with the occasional –1100 on a part-score hand it is important that it doesn’t unsettle you, and equally important that they understand what you are doing and approve. You must also exercise good judgement. It is counter-productive charging into the auction like a bull in a china shop with a bid that has: ‘Double Me’ heavily inscribed on it. I will discuss the sort of controlled opportunities you have for aggression in the rest of this article. 

Prevent your opponents from getting into the auction at all by aggressive pre-emptive bidding 
Do you like playing against opponents who constantly push you around? Be prepared to pre-empt aggressively. Remember the following guidelines:

1)  The best  vulnerability to pre-empt is at Green (ie. only your opponents are vulnerable). The worst vulnerability to pre-empt is at Red (ie. only you are vulnerable).

2)   The best position to pre-empt is third-in-hand when the only player at the table who could be strong is your left hand opponent.  The worst position to pre-empt is second-in-hand when your right hand opponent is known to lack an opening bid but your partner could be strong.   

3)   Pre-empting is best if you have no defence to their potential contract. Recently I opened Hand A, third-in-hand at Green vulnerability, with 3(. I would not have opened Hand B with 3( because I would be worried that partner will make a phantom sacrifice in 4( over their 4(. Unsupported queens and jacks tend to be useless if you play the hand but often combine with a similar holding in partner’s hand to provide a defensive trick. There is no harm in pre-empting with rubbish when the vulnerability and position is favourable, but I would recommend that you be predictable to partner.

Hand A

Hand B

( 9 8


( J 9 7 5 4 3 2

( 8


( A 2

( J 10 5 4
           ( Q 6 

( Q J 7 6 4 3
           ( J 5 

System

Whatever happened to Acol with strong twos? 

Even at club level most pairs have now given up playing 2( and 2( as strong bids, preferring to use weak twos.

An increasing number of tournament players play a structure like this:

2(  is strong, indeed it is the only way of introducing strong hands except for the few strong hands that are opened with the Multi.

2( is the Multi Coloured 2(: usually a weak two in a major though it can be a strong hand.

2( and 2( are Lucas Two Bids, showing 5-9 (or maybe 7-11) high card points and at least 5-5 shape in the suit bid and an unknown second suit. Some players llow just four cards in the second suit.

2NT is Unusual, showing 5-9 (or maybe 7-11) high card points and at least 5-5 shape in the minors.

I have even seen players who use 2( and 2( as sturdy weak twos (6-10 points) and the multi for really dire weak twos (0-5 points). 

This approach extends to all aspects of the system, for example:

1( (P) 3( is pre-emptive because people play a Jacoby 2NT (1(  (P) 2NT shows a genuine raise to 3().  1( (2() 3( is pre-emptive because people play 1( (2() 3( as showing a genuine raise to 3(.

How about the 1NT opening bid? This is a pretty effective pre-emptive bid because if each of your opponents has a balanced 14 points neither will be able to easily enter the auction. Nowadays a variable no-trump doesn’t mean 12-14 if not vulnerable and 16-18 if vulnerable. It often means 10-12 (the mini no-trump) if not vulnerable and 12-14 if vulnerable. I wouldn’t recommend this to club players because playing the mini puts considerable strain on the rest of your system. For example if you cannot open 1NT with any balanced hand from 13-19 HCP, it puts quite a strain on your no-trump rebids. You are almost forced into playing a 12-16 1NT rebid. However I do recommend that you play the weak no-trump of 12-14 HCP, but judgement is essential.

Hand C

Hand D

( K J 6

( 10 9 8

( J 6 5 3
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( K 5 2

( 10 9 8

( K J 2

( A K 10 9 8

I would pass with Hand C if vulnerable. It is the worst shape for trick-taking purposes (4-3-3-3), there are no intermediate cards (tens and nines) and I have one measly jack in my long suit which will hardly help me set it up.

With Hand D I would happily open 1NT at any vulnerability. This is not a psyche: it is a sound judgement that this hand is better than most balanced hands with 13 high card points.

All this would have been heresy to the original Acol players who thought that the strong hands took priority at teams. The point is that it is just as important to make life difficult for your opponents when they have strong hands. 

Competitive and Protective bidding

By now you will not be surprised that I advocate aggressive bidding in these areas. My main concern is not whether I suffer a penalty, it is whether I might succeed in pushing them into a making game contract that they were not going to bid. Your principle should be that: If they have found a fit and stop at a low level, you should try very hard to prevent them playing there.  

 When it comes to doubling, the thing to avoid is doubling a part-score into game.

If I double a making 4( I turn –620 into –790.  I lose  5 IMPs for –170.

If I double a making 2( I turn –90 into –180.    I lose  3 IMPs for –90.

If I double a making 2( I turn –110 into –670.  I lose  11 IMPs for –560.

Recovering a lost cause

Earlier I advocated that no individual in a team should make unilateral anti-percentage decisions that could lose the match single-handed. How about if you are playing a long match and you are 30 IMPs down with 8 boards to play? 

   If you are playing a league match when you must avoid losing by a silly margin, just carry on playing bridge. If it is a knock-out match there may be a case for varying your tactics. 

  There is no point in all four of you taking wild action. You have a number of approaches, and this should be a matter of team discussion, not unilateral action.

1)  All of you can be on the lookout for opportunities to take slightly anti-percentage action. For example, you might slightly overbid or underbid. (Remember, you can gain IMPs by underbidding.) In defence you can try a slightly unusual opening lead, or if missing Q x x x of trumps play for the finesse rather than the drop. 

2)  There might be one member of your team who is better at taking unusual actions than the rest of you. I know I hate playing random bridge, and am useless at it. However I often play in a team with a player who is much better at this type of thing. If we are 30 IMPs down with 8 boards to play he can take whatever action he thinks is suitable, confident that we are trying to play normally in the other room. With this method if he does succeed in retrieving the situation, at least we won’t have chucked it away again. 

3)  You can all just continue to play normal bridge. Many a match has been lost by a team which was winning comfortably with eight boards to go, and who then overbid every hand in the false expectation that their opponents would be doing the same.

