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Overcalling 

 
C is in the middle. Of course you would 

bridge as a series of ‘rules’. However 

you will become a far better player 

if you understand the reasons behind 

these so-called ‘rules’. In my new 

series I examine the contested auction, 

ie an auction in which both sides try to 

lay claim to the contract. 

Your criteria for bidding needs  to be 

very different compared to the 

uncontested auction. 

There are many hands where each 

side can make eight tricks with their 

chosen trump suit. There are fewer, but 

still a significant number of hands, 

where each side can make game. This 

isn’t because of points, indeed often 

each side has only about 20 points, but 

because of shape. In a future article, I 

will examine how you might recognise 

these hands as the auction develops, 

but two things should be stressed at 

this stage. 

 
f you continually allow your 

opponents to steal the contract 
when you have a making 
contract your way, you will never 

be a winner. 
 

Also: 

 
nless    you    are    prepared  to  
accept  some   risk   when it 
comes to entering the 

auction, you will repeatedly be 
talked out of your rightful dues. 

 

These themes will constantly recur but 

for now I want to examine how you 

should approach your overcalling. 

Consider each of these hands if your 

right hand opponent opens 1♥. 

 

 

 

 

 
With Hand A it should be obvious that 

the potential of your hand is 

determined hugely by  the  trump  suit. 

If hearts are  trumps  you  have no 

certain trick in your hand. You might 

lead the ♠K but if declarer has  a 

singleton spade and dummy has the 

♠A, you will make no spade trick. 

Equally, if declarer or dummy has a 

doubleton diamond the defence might 

never make a diamond trick. On the 

other hand, if spades are trumps you 

are guaranteed five spade tricks and 

your ♦Q-J-10-9 are very likely  to  give 

you two diamond tricks as well. Seven 

tricks in total – what a contrast. 

Without giving you any criteria for 

overcalling, it is clear that despite the 

fact that you have only nine points it is 

necessary to overcall 1♥ with 1♠. 

Hand B demonstrates the opposite. 

When you looked at your hand you 

could see three tricks, the three aces. 

You had intended to open 1NT, until 

your opponents opened 1♥. If they want 

to play in hearts your hand might be 

worth four tricks  because the ♥J is 

more likely to take a trick if hearts are 

trumps. You have no reason to bid 

anything now. It is a commonly held 

misapprehension that if you have an 

opening bid you should necessarily 

want to enter the auction if opponents 

bid first. 

Hands A and B are extremes. Hand 

prefer spades to be trumps because you 

have five of them. However, all your 

honour cards are in your short suits,  as 

likely to take tricks if you defend as if 

you are declarer. 

If you understand this you are 

starting to grasp that it is not just     a 

question of how many points you 

have. There are ‘offence’ points, which 

are only likely to be of much use if 

you pick trumps, and ‘defence’ points 

which are equally likely to take tricks 

if your opponents pick the trump suit. 

 
ou must be much more 
aggressive in the competitive 

auction if your hand has mainly 
offensive points rather than if your 

points are mainly defensive. 
 

In particular, please take on board  that 

there are some hands that would be 

worth an opening bid but are not worth 

interfering if opponents open first, and 

there are some hands that might not 

merit an opening bid but are certainly 

worth overcalling  in your long suit. 

If you want a summary of which 

points are likely to be offensive or 

defensive try this. 

Aces are likely to be both offensive 

and defensive, though occasionally 

you might be disappointed when you 

have the opening lead and your ace is 

ruffed at trick 1. 

Queens and jacks, and to a lesser 

extent kings, in your long suit(s) are 

offensive. 

Queens and jacks, and to a lesser 

extent kings, in your short suit(s) are 

defensive.  
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This is particularly true of isolated 

honours, i.e. honours that are not 

backed up by another honour. It is 

worth looking at the club holding in 

Hand C, ♣Q-3. Suppose your partner 

has ♣7-5-4. There is little or no chance 

of you making a trick with your ♣Q  if 

your hand is declarer or dummy. 

However suppose the opponents have 

won the contract. Your opponents have 

an eight-card club fit. Declarer will 

probably have to guess who has the ♣Q 

and take a finesse. If he guesses 

wrongly, your ♣Q will make a trick. 

Equally your ♣Q might combine 

with a club honour in partner’s hand. 

 

 
If you are defending you will have no 

reason to open up clubs – a frozen suit. 

However, declarer will have to play 

three rounds of clubs if he wants to 

establish the fourth club as a winner. 

Either you or your partner will take   a 

trick. With South’s ♣K sitting after the 

♣J and North’s ♣A sitting after your 

♣Q you cannot develop a club trick. 

 

A simple suit overcall 
(without a jump) 
So what are the requirements for an 

overcall? Experts  differ  on  this  but 

I will work on the assumption that a 

simple overcall of a suit at the one 

level shows at least a five-card suit 

and between seven and 16 points. 

That is not to say that you overcall 

every time you have seven points and 

a five-card suit. If you overcall with   a 

hand that you would have passed   as 

dealer, your points should be 

offensive. 

Another way of saying this is that 

your suit should be good. Remember, 

your opponents might buy the 

contract. 

Suppose partner has to make the 

opening lead. Your overcall will have 

directed him to lead your suit. If you 

are considering an overcall on a hand 

that you would not open, you might 

ask whether you would be happy for 

him to lead your suit from a holding 

such as king doubleton. Because you 

might compete with a good suit on a 

hand that was not worth an opening 

bid, partner will feel he has been 

directed to lead an overcalled suit 

much more strongly than an opening 

bid suit. 

With Hand C, I would not have 

opened the bidding and I certainly do 

not want partner to lead a spade from 

♠K-x so I do not overcall 1♥ with 1♠. 

However, if Hand C was stronger, I 

might have no choice but to overcall 

because the danger of never finding 

our spade fit if I pass is greater than the 

danger of attracting a damaging 

opening lead from partner. 

 

 
With Hand D I would overcall 1♥ with 

1♠ because my points are offensive. 

Incidentally there is even more incen- 

tive to overcall 1♣ with 1♠ because it 

might prevent your opponents from 

finding a heart fit. The more bidding 

space your overcall consumes, the 

more pre-emptive the effect. 

Hand E is a stronger version of Hand 

C. I do not like overcalling 1♠ with 

such a bad suit, but I do not want to sell 

out to 2♥ if we can make 2♠ so I make 

the 1♠ overcall. 

Hand F gives me another option: a 

1NT overcall which you will later see 

shows 15-18 points and at least one 

stopper in their suit, hearts. 

It is tempting to use the same criteria 

for two-level overcalls but expert 

opinion is that they should be kept to a 

reasonable standard. Part of the reason 

for this is that partner has one fewer 

level of bidding to make a game try. A 

two-level overcall without a jump 

(e.g. 1♥-2♣) should show 10-18 points 

and at least a good five-card suit. If 

you are in the range 10-13 points you 

should have a six-card suit. 

Suppose your right hand opponent 

opens 1♥. 

 

 
 

With Hand G, I would pass 1♥. Of 

course I would have opened 1NT, and 

if my black suits were reversed I would 

overcall 1♥ with 1♠. 

With Hand H, I would overcall 1♥ 

with 2♣. The sixth club is the decider. 

Hand J is the minimum I would 

require to overcall 1♥ with 2♣ with a 

poor five-card suit. 

Can I now try to anticipate some 

questions? 

Firstly, how does the vulnerability 

affect my criteria? 

The answer is not a great deal. Get- 

ting talked out of your dues when vul- 

nerable can be even more expensive 

than if you are non-vulnerable. Nowa- 

days opponents find it harder to make 

a penalty double  because  1♥-1♠-Dbl is 

played for take-out, a negative dou- 

ble. As you will see when you read my 

article on negative doubles it is possi- 

ble for the defenders to reclaim their 

penalty doubles but in practice, at club 

level, it happens rarely. 

Secondly, you have seen hands 

worth an opening bid that you had to 

pass (Hands B and G). If your partner 

has the same values and passes, it is 

quite possible that your side has game 

values. You need not worry about that. 

The criteria I have given is for the hand 

immediately after the opening bidder. 

If the bidding goes 1♥-Pass-Pass-?, 

your partner is called the protective 

hand. The criteria are very different for 

him. He is called the protective hand 

because he must try to protect you if 

you have been forced to pass with 

opening values. I deal with the 

protective hand in a future article. 

Thirdly, you might wonder what you 

do if your hand is too strong for these 

criteria. 

The answer is that you double first 

and then bid your suit. I will expand 

on this in my article on takeout 

doubles.  
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Jump overcalls 
Traditionally a single jump has 

shown a hand that would merit 

opening the suit and making a jump 

rebid in your suit. Maybe 15-17 

points with a good six-card suit. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

If your right hand opponent opens 1♥, 

Hand K is worth 2♠. Hand L is too 

strong for 1♠ but jumping to 2♠ is not 

the answer because you have only five 

spades. You need to start with a take- 

out double and then bid your spades 

if partner chooses a minor suit, which 

shows a hand too strong to overcall 1♠. 

Nowadays many partnerships 

choose to play intermediate or even 

weak jump overcalls. Hand M shows a 

hand worth jumping to 2♠ over 1♥ if 

you are playing weak jump overcalls ie 

a hand that would be worth an opening 

weak 2♠ bid. It is not without risk, 

particularly if you are vulnerable, but it 

is an effective pre-emptive action. 

 
f you have a hand too strong for a 
simple overcall or jump overcall 
you must start with a double, 

intending to bid your suit later. 
 

Whatever the strength of your jump 

overcalls, they do not need to be 

alerted because they are natural bids. 
 

 

 
Assuming nobody vulnerable, with 

Hand N overcall 1♥ with 3♠. With 

Hand P your eight  spades  makes  you 

worth a 4♠ overcall. How about Hand 

Q? You might be worried about 

overcalling 1♥ with 4♠. First you could 

miss a slam. Second diamonds might 

be the correct strain. However  a jump 

to 4♠ is a very practical bid and is 

likely to give your opponents a 

headache. Particularly if partner has 

already passed, 4♠ is likely to be where 

you want to play. 

How about if you are vulnerable and 

opponents are not? Many of you still 

adhere to the rule of 2, 3 and 4. This 

means that you need to be within two 

tricks of your bid at red vulnerability, 

three tricks  at  equal  vulnerability and 

four tricks at green vulnerability. If 

you cautiously adhere to this you 

might decide to bid a weak 2♠ with 

hand N and only 3♠ with hand P. 

 

Overcalling 
opponents’ pre-empts 
Your right hand opponent opens 2♥. 

You jump to 3♠. What does it mean? 

Weak or strong? Ron Klinger has a 

good rule for this: 

 
id strongly over their weak 
bids and weakly over their 
strong bids. 

 

Whatever your agreement about 

jump overcalls of 2♥, the principle is 

that if their bid is strong, you want to 

impede them by pre-emptive action. 

However if their bid is a weak two 

your interests lie in sorting out your 

strong hands. You have every right to 

ask the partner of the 2♥ bidder what 

2♥ means in his agreed system. If it is 

a weak two bid then your 3♠ overcall 

should be strong, like Hand K. Ron has 

another rule to cover this: 

 
o not pre-empt after your 
opponents’ pre-empt. ■ 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

triple jump is pre-emptive. 
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Overcalling Quiz 
 

1 At love all: 

(i) Would you have opened the bidding as dealer with these hands? 

(ii) What should you bid with these hands if your right hand opponent opens 1♥? 

 

 
Hand A Hand B Hand C Hand D Hand E Hand F 

♠ K J 6 ♠ A Q 10 7 3 ♠ J 6 5 3 2 ♠ J 6 5 3 2 ♠ A Q J 7 6 ♠ A K Q J 

♥ Q 7 5 4 ♥ 6 3 2 ♥ Q 5 4 ♥ A 5 4 ♥ 6 5 ♥ 8 6 5 

♦ A J 5 ♦ Q 10 7 ♦ Q 8 7 ♦ A K J ♦ K Q 7 ♦ Q J 10 3 

♣ K 3 2 ♣ 9 4 ♣ K 4 ♣ 9 8 ♣ A K 4 ♣ 6 3 

 

 
 

2 At game all, your right hand opponent opens 1♣. 

What should you bid with these hands? 

(i) If you are playing strong jump overcalls? 

(ii) If you are playing weak jump overcalls? 

 

 
Hand A Hand B Hand C Hand D Hand E Hand F 

♠ Q 10 7 5 4 3 ♠ A J 10 9 6 5 ♠ A J 10 9 6 5 ♠ A J 10 9 6 5 ♠ Q 9 8 6 5 4 ♠ A K J 10 7 6 

♥ 8 7 ♥ 8 7 ♥ 8 7 ♥ 8 7 ♥ A 8 ♥ A 8 

♦ A K 7 ♦ Q J 8 7 ♦ A J 10 8 ♦ A K J 8 ♦ A J 7 6 ♦ A K 7 6 

♣ 9 5 ♣ 8 ♣ 8 ♣ 8 ♣ A ♣ 8 

 

 
 

3 At game all, your right hand opponent opens 1♠. 

What should you bid with these hands? 

 

 
Hand A Hand B Hand C 

♠ K 8 2 ♠ K 8 ♠ K 8 2 

♥ 8 6 ♥ 8 6 ♥ 8 6 

♦ K 7 6 ♦ K 7 6 ♦ A K 7 

♣ K Q 5 3 2 ♣ K Q 8 6 5 4 ♣ K Q 5 3 2 

 

 
 

4 At love all, your right hand opponent opens 1♦. 

What should you bid with these hands? 

 

 
Hand A 

♠ K J 10 9 6 5 2 

♥ K 7 

Hand B 

♠ A Q J 8 7 6 5 4 

♥ K 7 

Hand C 

♠ Q 7 6 5 4 3 2 

♥ K 7 

♦ 9 ♦ 9 ♦ 9 

♣ J 10 7 ♣ J 9 ♣ A 9 8 

 



 

Answers to OVercalling QUiz  
 
 

 

1. At love all: 

(i) Would you have opened the bidding as dealer with these 

hands? 

(ii) What should you bid with these hands if your right hand 

opponent opens 1♥? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Hand A (i) Open 1NT as dealer. 

(ii) Pass 1♥. 

Hand B (i) Pass as dealer. 

(ii) Overcall 1♥ with 1♠. 

You want a spade lead. 

Hand C (i) Pass as dealer. 

(ii) Pass 1♥. Your points are very defensive with 

unsupported queens and jacks. 

You don’t want a spade lead. 

Hand D  (i) Open 1♠ as dealer. 

(ii) Overcall 1♥ with 1♠ despite bad spades. 

Hand E (i) Open 1♠ as dealer. 

(ii) Double 1♥, intending to bid spades later. 

You are too strong for a 1♠ overcall of 1♥. 

Hand F (i) Open 1NT as dealer. 

(ii) You only have four spades but they are so good. 

You badly want a spade lead so overcall 1♥ with 

1♠. 

 
 

2. At game all, your right hand opponent opens 1♣. 

What should you bid with these hands? 

(i) If you are playing strong jump overcalls? 

(ii) If you are playing weak jump overcalls? 

 
Hand A (i) 1♠. 

(ii) 1♠. Too much defensive strength for a weak 2♠. 

Hand B (i) 1♠. 

(ii) 2♠. 

Hand C (i) 1♠. 

(ii) 1♠. Too weak for a strong jump overcall. 

Too strong for a weak jump overcall. 

Hand D (i) 2♠. ( 

ii) 1♠. 

Hand E (i) 1♠. Spades not good enough for strong jump 

overcall. 

(ii) 1♠. 

Hand F (i) Double. Too strong for any jump overcall. 

(ii) Double. Bid spades next with jump. 

 
3. At game all, your right hand opponent opens 1♠. 

What should you bid with these hands? 

 

 
Hand A Pass. Not enough for 2♣ with only a five card suit. 

Hand B 2♣. The sixth club makes the difference. 

Hand C 2♣. Poor clubs but a stronger hand. Or maybe 1NT 

(15-18 points). 

 
4. At love all, your right hand opponent opens 1♦. 

What should you bid with these hands? 

 

 

 
 

Hand A 3♠. Pre-emptive. 

Hand B 4♠ with an eight card suit. 

Hand C 1♠. With poor spades and tricks outside this hand is 

not suitable for a pre-emptive bid. ■ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


