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General

When partner opens the bidding it’s often up to us as Responder to simultaneously describe our hand and to get Opener to describe his hand to us.   In doing so, we will need to search for a fit (especially in a Major) as well as explore for the right level – slam, game, part score, or even defend.   This makes the Responder the Captain of the auction most of the time.  Of course, there are a wide variety of responses we can make and a wide variety of hands we need to describe.  It’s good practice to remember we’re bidding these hands TOGETHER with our partner – don’t get caught up thinking only about what cards you hold.  Get out of your own hand!

How to Respond

Before we can respond to partner’s opening bid we need to make sure that we are on firm footing about the meanings of our possible bids.   Let’s do that by examining a few questions and answers that we should ask ourselves:

· Why should we respond?

· To describe our hand and start searching for the right final contact.

· To find a fit (or an even better fit than we already have.)

· Majors are better fits than minors

· To find out more information about Opener’s hand by asking questions.


· When MUST you respond?

· Opposite a 1-level suit opening if you have 6+ points.

· Respond with fewer than 6 points if you have an Ace.
· Opposite a 2( Opening with any 13 cards.

· When you can add your points to partner’s maximum possible holding and feel that game is a possibility.


· When SHOULD you respond?

· When you have support for partner.

· Sometimes with even fewer than 6 points.

· When you have a long (6+ card) suit of your own.

· Sometimes with even fewer than 6 points – Weak Jump Shift. 

· When you have an Ace.

· When you need to improve the contract.

· When you need to extend partner’s preempt. 

· What do you promise when you respond?

· When you respond with a new suit to a 1-level suit opener:

· Responding at the 1-level 

· 6+ points and 4+ card suit

· Responding at the 2-level 

· Non-Jump:  2/1 Game Force, 12+ points, opening length in suit bid.

· Jump Shift:  0-6 points, 6+ card suit, Weak Jump Shift
· Responding at the 3-level

· Jump Shift:  3/1 Invitational, 6+ card suit, 9-11 points.

· Double Jump Shift:  Splinter
· When you respond with Notrump to a 1-level suit opener:

· Over a Major opening it is 1N Forcing (or 1N Semi-Forcing) showing 5-11 points 

· This may or may not have support for partner.

· Over a minor opening notrump generally denies a 4-card major.

· 1N = 6 to a bad 10 pts  – Minimum.

· 2N = 10 to bad 12 pts – Invitational.

· 3N = 12 to a bad 15 pts  – Game Forcing.

· Responder’s bid of Notrump does NOT promise a balanced hand!!

· When you respond with support for partner:

· 1M – 2M:  A good 7 to a bad 10 points. 

· Limit Raises (Invitational) 

· 3-card support uses 1N Forcing.

· 4-card support uses 3M.

· Game Forcing 

· 3-card support uses 2/1 Game Forcing.

· 4-card support uses Jacoby 2N or Splinter.

· When are our responses forcing?

· Our general rule is that a new suit by an unpassed hand is forcing.   But this is not exactly correct.   A more correct formulation of this rule is that a new suit by an unlimited hand is forcing.   There are some cases where bidding is limited (and double is strong.)   In these cases, even a new suit is non-forcing.

· When we have shown enough values (combined with partner) that we know we should be in game.

· When we make an artificial bid.

· When we cuebid the opponent’s suit.

· What about responding when the opponents interfere?
· Most of the meanings of our responses are unchanged but often our general approach changes dramatically.   Our focus becomes targeted on finding fits as quickly as possible and raising partner to the appropriate level as quickly as possible.   

· Responding at the 1-level in competition 

· Freebids of new suits remain 6+ points, 4+ card suits.   

· Negative Doubles at the 1-level often have very specific meaning:

· 1C (1D) X = both 4-card Majors, 6+ points.
· 1m (1H) X = exactly 4(, 6+ points.
· 1m (1H) 1S = 5+card (, 6+ points.

· Responding at the 2-level in competition 

· Freebids show more values and long suits – 5+card suit and 10+ points.  

· Negative Doubles are more flexible and competitive.

· Responding at the 3-level in competition 

· Freebids show even more values – 5+ card suit and 12+ points, Game Forcing.

· Negative Doubles are even more flexible and competitive but promise some reasonable values since we are driving the auction to at least the 3-level.

· When the opponents interfere they also create or redefine other bids for us.  

· Simple Raises – “Support with Support!”

· Jump Raises – “Preempt the bidding to put pressure on the opponents!”

· Jump Shifts – Weak with a long suit.

· Splinters – Game Forcing hand with a fit for partner and a slam try.   Double Jump Shift.
· Cuebid of the Opponents’ suit – This shows a limit raise or better (Q = LR+).

· Redoubles – 10+ points, almost any shape.

· 2/1 – This is no longer Game Forcing, it is now a 2-level Freebid and only forcing for 1-Round (1F).
Captaincy
Another important concept to understand as both the Responder AND the Opener is CAPTAINCY – who is actually in charge of the decisions on this hand?  The part that is difficult for many bridge players is that it is NOT usually the Opener or the stronger hand in charge.   The Opener starts to describe their hand first and that means the Responder has the most information of the two players.   Thus, the Responder is usually the captain of the auction.   This is especially true when the Opener precisely defines their hand (as when they open 1N.)   One of the times where the Responder gives up captaincy is when they limit their hand.   This tends to happen when Responder bids Notrump honestly.

Since Responder is primarily the captain they will need to ask the Opener questions about his hand.   There are many tools for doing so.   These tools are valuable for getting our side to the proper strain:

· Stayman – Asking for a 4-card Major.

· Transfers – Asking for 3-card support (happens after Responder’s second bid.)

· Negative Doubles – Asking for a 4-card Major.

· New Minor Forcing – Asking for 3-card support (and other information.)

· 4th Suit Forcing – Asking for 3-card support (and other information.)
When both players’ hands are narrowly defined, then the auction becomes highly cooperative.  When at least one of the player’s hands is limited we often have a different set of tools to use:

· Invitational Bids – inviting a game

· Quantitative Bids – inviting a slam

· Help Suit Game Tries

· Choice of Games

· Control Showing Cuebids – cooperative slam tries.

Proper Destination for Our Auction
The main focus of our discussion on Responder’s bidding choices has been on our initial call.   We have primarily looked on that first, more important response.    This will get us going in the right direction for working together with the Opener to reach the correct final contract.    As we continue the auction with partner we should keep in mind that we face a constant balancing test between getting to the right level (part score, game, slam) and determining the right strain.   When we are considering the correct game to play in we focus on things in the following order:

· Majors – We look for our Major suit fits first.

· Notrump – This is our fallback plan whenever we have enough values for game but no Major suit fit.

· Minors – We rarely play game in 5-minor.   We only look for 5-minor when both Opener and Responder have strong unbalanced hands.   Most bridge players play this contract way too often.   One of the best pieces of advice I can give to duplicate bridge players is to “Just bid 3N and stop bidding 5-minor.”

Conclusion

As the Responder we need to make sure that we inquire about Opener’s hand in all the ways that we need to in order to determine the proper strain as well as be certain to continue to force the auction to the appropriate level.   We are the primary driver of the bus and it is our responsibility to get our side to the proper final destination.
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