Pre-emptive bidding

Why do we pre-empt? 

1. DISRUPTION. Wasting two levels of the auction is the first good reason. You disrupt your opponents’ bidding by taking away their space.

2. DESCRIPTION. This second reason is also very important: a pre-emptive bid gives an accurate description of your hand: a seven-card suit and a weak hand. 

There are six points you need to consider when deciding whether or not to pre-empt.

1. STRENGTH

The strength for an opening preemptive bid is 5-9 points.

(or the ability to make 6 tricks not vulnerable, 7 tricks vulnerable)

Example 1

♠ K Q J 8 7 6 4

♥ 3 2

♦ A 4 3

♣ 7

You would open 1♠. This hand is too strong for a pre-empt.
Example 2
♠ K Q 10 9 7 6 4

♥ 3 2

♦ 7 4 3

♣ 7

This would be a minimum 3♠ opener.

2. SUIT QUALITY

By definition a pre-emptive bid shows a “good” seven-card suit so a good suit is

what you should hold!

When opening a vulnerable pre-empt you should have at least three of the top

five cards or the ace-king.

Solidity is also very important; it might seem that tens and nines make little 

difference, but trouble tends to come when the suit breaks badly and your

opponents have doubled your pre-empt.

Suit A




Suit B

♣ K J 10 9 8 4 3 


♣ K J 8 5 4 3 2
3.  DEFENSIVE VALUES

An ideal hand for a pre-emptive bid is:

♠ 2

♥ 8 4 3

♦ 9 7

♣ K Q J 10 9 3 2

This hand has no tricks in defence (your clubs are unlikely to score since someone will usually be able to ruff the second round), but you can count on a certain six tricks if playing with clubs as trumps.

You must never have the potential for more than two defensive tricks.

What this means is that most of your high-card strength should be in your

long suit, with ideally no more than one high honour outside the suit. However,

if you do have more than one outside honour, they should be in the same sidesuit.

If your partner can rely on you having very few tricks in defence against an

opponents’ contract, then he can make an accurate judgment over their bidding.

For example, if they have bid to 4♠ and he can only see one or two tricks in his

own hand, then he can be almost completely sure that 4♠ will make and might

therefore contemplate bidding 5♣ over it – going off, but probably giving less

away than allowing the other side to make game.

4. SHAPE

Do not pre-empt with a good four card major in your hand because

you might miss a better contract in that suit.

Another point to be aware of when considering shape is that 7-2-2-2 hands

are the weakest shaped hands of all possible pre-empts. You should prefer hands with a singleton or void.

5. VULNERABILITY

Being doubled and going down is not necessarily going to lead to a bad score

if your opponents can make game, but even then, how well or badly you fare

will largely depend on the vulnerability, which is a huge factor when considering

whether to make a pre-emptive bid.


DOUBLED UNDERTRICKS
OPPONENTS’ GAME

LOVE ALL
2 OFF = 300
400 TO 420

GAME ALL
2 OFF = 500
600 TO 620

FAVOURABLE
3 OFF = 500
600 TO 620

UNFAVOURABLE
1 OFF = 200
400 TO 420

At equal vulnerability you would open normal pre-empts and play a steady

game, but at favourable vulnerability (when you are non-vulnerable against

vulnerable opponents) you can be a lot more aggressive and perhaps take a few

risks to disrupt your opponents. 

The opposite is true at unfavourable vulnerability (i.e. when you are vulnerable

against non-vulnerable opponents): now you should be on your best behaviour

Also remember that when vulnerable you need a more robust suit to avoid getting bad scores on part-score deals.

6. POSITION AT THE TABLE

Another very important factor in preempting is your position at the table because it affects the likelihood of you disrupting your opponents rather than partner. 

First-seat pre-empts can be aggressive because you are disrupting two opponents but only one partner!

Second-seat pre-empts need to be constructive: they should promise
two of the top three honours in your long suit. This allows your partner to evaluate his hand accurately opposite your pre-empt, and therefore your bid will be less of a disruption to him.

Third seat pre-empts can be as disruptive as possible because your partner has already passed; now you know that you must be pre-empting your opponents and can thus be a bit freer with your pre-empts. Knowing that the last player to bid is probably holding a very good hand, you would like to make his life as difficult as possible.

Higher level pre-empts

You should follow the basic guidelines for a three level pre-empt except that your long suit will be at least 8 cards.

3NT opening bid

Open 3NT with a long (at least 8 cards) solid minor suit with no values outside

Responding to partner's pre-emptive opening

(1) Assess how many tricks your partner has shown by deducting three if your side is not vulnerable or two if your side is vulnerable.

(2)  Add to this your own 'quick tricks': Count the A, K or Q of partner's suit as one trick each. In other suits, count A-K as 2, A-Q as 1 1/2, A as 1, K-Q as 1, and K as 1/2. If you have support for opener's suit, count an outside singleton as one and an outside void as two.

(3)  If the total is less than partner's bid or just enough for the contract, pass.

(4) If the total is more than partner's bid, you should bid on to game (but if partner's bid is already a game, you would pass). If the total is 12 or more bid on to a slam provided that you are not missing two aces.

(5)  Over an opening bid of 3PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=" of a minor you may try 3NT with a strong balanced hand and at least one stopper in each of the outside suit

(6) Over other opening pre-empts, prefer to stick with partner's suit unless you have a strong hand and a long, powerful suit of your own. A change of suit in response to a pre-empt is forcing.

(7) Do not rescue partner from a pre-empt. With a weak hand, pass.

Pre-emptive bidding quiz


1. How many tricks do you count in the following long suits?


a) A Q 9 6 5 4 3

b)  K Q 9 8 5 4 2
c) A J 7 5 4 3 2


d) A K Q 8 6 5 3

e) Q J 10 9 8 6 5 2 

2. What is your opening bid not vulnerable and vulnerable with these hands?


a) S  8
 H  A J 10 7 6 4 3
 D 10 9 
C  A 7 5 
 

b) S  A K Q 10 9 7 4 
H K Q 3
D  9 2 

C J
 

c) S - 
H  Q J 10 8 7 6 4 
D  8 7 

C  A J 6 3 
 

d) S  A K 9 8 7 6 2
 H  K 8 
D 2
C  8 4 2 

e) S  A 9 8 
H  7 
D 9 
C  K Q J 10 8 6 4 2 

3. Partner opens with 3S.
What is your response not vulnerable and vulnerable with these hands?


a)
S  A 4 3 
H  8 
D  A 10 9 7 
C  K Q 6 5 3 
 

b) S  Q 7 4 
H  6 5 2 
D  Q 9 4 
C  K Q 8 7 
 

c) S  8 
H  Q J 7 5 4 3 
D  J 10 8 
C  A 8 3 
 

d) S  K J 4 
H - 
D  A K J 8 

C  A K 9 6 5 4 

e) S  Q 6 3 
H  A 6 4 2 
D  K 10 9 6 5 
C - 
 

