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This is an area of bidding where it is unrealistic to expect to get all your decisions right.  Quite often the 'correct' decision depends on the opponents' exact distribution, eg are they 32 or 23 in the unbid suits, or on the location of a J or 10.  Systemic agreements help to the extent of knowing whether pass is forcing, what double means and whether bids are forward going or just 'information'.  However most of the time we have to make a judgement based on general considerations.  My experience suggests the following:-

Judgement Considerations

1)
Acquire/Give Information Earlier in the Auction

If it seems likely that the auction will be competitive then try to give information to help partner take a decision and/or help his lead.  Also try to time the auction to get more information from partner or the opponents.  For example:-

a)
You hold x, AQ10xx, KQJxx, xx, open 1( and the auction proceeds 1((P)3((3().  You should bid 4( and then abide by partner's decision.  With a better hand, eg x, AKJxx, AKJxx, xx you would bid 4( and then double if the opponents bid 4(.

b)
You are NV v VUL and hold x, AKJxxxx, Axxx, x.  Before you have chance to bid the auction starts (2( multi) P (2NT).  You'd like to try and show long hearts with diamonds on the side but it seems unlikely you'll get chance to do this below 4(.  As an alternative you might consider passing; by passing you'll find out whether the opponents think they can make 4(.  If they bid 4( then you plan to bid 5(, whereas if they stop in 3( you plan to bid 4( and then double 4( to tell partner that you were bidding 4( to make and it is probably our hand

2)
Acting in Front of Partner

Only act in front of partner if you're fairly confident you know what to do or know that your side has to do something.  Thus:-

a)
Only bid in front of partner if you have significantly more distribution than you have already shown, eg 2 more trumps or an unshown 5 card side suit.  Thus after 1((1()4((4() only consider bidding 5( if you have 6 hearts or a 5 card minor.  Even with extra distribution your hand should also be suitable (see point 4).

b)
If pass is non-forcing then only double in front of partner with significantly more values than you've already shown, eg 17+ HCP in the auction 1((1()4((4().  Doubling when you don't have to bid at all should leave partner the option of bidding on if he expects to make so don't do it if you definitely want to defend.

c)
If pass is forcing then double if you are unsuitable for bidding on, even if it isn't clear that you can beat their contract.

3)
Don't Sacrifice at Teams to Save 3 IMPs

You should not normally sacrifice if you expect to concede 500 against their VUL game or 300 against their NV game.  It is usually better to defend as you only need a 25% of them going off for this to be worthwhile.

An exception to this is when it isn't clear which side is saving.  In this case the opponents may misjudge and bid on thus altering the odds significantly.  For example if you bid 4( after (1()1((4() you may know that 4( is going off but the oppponents don't.

4)
Are Your Points in Your Long Suits?

a)
Hands with points in your long suits suggest bidding on whereas points in your short suits suggest defending.  After 1((1()4((4() there is lot of difference between x, AKJxxx, KQxx, xx and K, AJxxxx, Kxxx, Qx.  The first hand suggests bidding on whereas the second suggests defending.

b)
Holding 1 or 3 cards in the opponent's suit is better for bidding on than holding two cards.  The reason for this is that with 2 cards you will often find that partner also has 2 cards whereas when you have 3 cards partner will often have a singleton.

5)
Fits in Two Suits

It is most often correct to bid on when you have a fit in two suits.  For example after 1((P)3((3()4((4() length in diamonds and red suit honours suggest bidding on, eg x, KJxx, Axxx, xxxx, whereas shortage in diamonds or black suit honours suggests defending, eg Kxx, Kxxx, x, QJxxx. should double.

6)
Vulnerable Opponents Only Bid 5 to Make

When vulnerable opponents bid to the 5 level they usually have some expectation of making or being at most one-off.  Thus you should only double them if you have a defensive surprise.

7)
If Possible Determine Your Next Action Up Front

In a competitive auction try to anticipate the most likely continuations and decide what you are going to do on the next round if the expected happens.  In this way you avoid giving partner a problem with unauthorised information.  For example after 1((P)3((3() if you intend to bid then before bidding decide what you intend to do when LHO bids 4( and this comes back to you.

Systemic Considerations

A)
Is Pass Forcing?

Only if you've agreed it is!  Otherwise it isn't.  Most pairs have a rule such as 'Pass is forcing if we have bid constructively to game'.  This is a good rule but in some circumstances it is unclear whether we have bid constructively and further agreement is required.  For example you should ensure that you have agreements about sequences such as:-

1((2()4(=FIT(4()P

1((1()4(=SPL(4()P

1((P)4(=SPL(4()P

If you don't have any other agreement then you might consider adopting the following rule set:-

i)
Pass is forcing if we have bid game or forced to game over a pass from the opponents.  An exception is when we raise directly to game on the first round of the auction - in this case pass is non-forcing.

ii)
Pass is non-forcing is we have bid game or forced to game over a bid or double from the opponents.  An exception is that a cue bid of the opponents suit creates a forcing pass.  Jump fits and splinters over non-passing opponents do not create a forcing pass.

The rationale for this is that if we force to game when opponents weren't competing we were probably bidding game to make unless our raise was pre-emptive (hence the exception).  By contrast if we force to game when opponents are competing then we may just be preempting or providing information to help partner judge.  The cue bid exception provides us with the opportunity to create a forcing pass situation if we wish to,eg 1((2()2((3()4(.

Some examples:-

1((2()4(=FIT(4()P
NF

1((1()4(=SPL(4()P
NF

1((P)4(=SPL(4()P
F

1((P)4((4()P
NF

1((P)3(=limit(4()P
NF

1((P)2NT=FG raise (4() P
F

1((2()3(=limit+ raise (4() P
NF

1((2()2((3()4((5()P
F

1((2()2((3()4((P)4((5()P
NF

B)
What Does Double Mean?

If you don't already have agreements the my suggestion would be:-

i)
If pass is non-forcing then dbl shows significant extra values.  It suggests we defend but gives partner the option of bidding on if he has significant extra distribution, ie an 'action' double.  This applies in both direct an protective position eg 1((P)4((4()Dbl and 1((P)4((4()P (P)Dbl.  In my experience these 'action' doubles are more useful than penalty doubles as you don't often have a trump stack whereas extra values are more common and hard to show without using double this way.  The down side is that you must pass with a penalty double when you definitely don't want partner to bid on.  This is similar to doubling a 4 level preempt, eg (4()Dbl where you don't double unless you are prepared to hear 4( from partner.

ii)
If pass is forcing then a double strongly suggests defending rather than bidding on.  If you make a forcing pass then remove partner's double then this is stronger than bidding on directly.

C)
Are Competitive Bids Slam Tries or Just Information?

If you don't already have an agreement then conside the following:-

i)
A new suit or cue bid when RHO has just passed is a slam try.

ii)
A new suit or cue bid when RHO has bid or doubled is just information, not a slam try.

Some examples:-

1((1()3((P)4(
Slam try (natural or cue bid according to agreement)

1((1()3((3()4(
Informatory (natural); not a slam try

1((2()3((P)4(
Cue Bid

1((2()2((3()4(
Informatory (creates a forcing pass); not a slam try

