Bridge at the Lunatic Fringe --  Number   13 – 

Beyond Point Count 

A Concise Guide to Additional Factors in Hand Evaluation
In this article, I’ll depart from the usual format of presenting a hand or two of special interest, in order to give the professor an opportunity to expound on one of his favorite topics – hand evaluation.  The main intent of this article is to improve the bidding judgment of up-and-coming players.  When faced with a close judgment call – whether to invite game or slam;  whether to accept or decline such an invitation-- what factors beyond simple point count should be considered?
1. Facing a distributional partner

Firstly, opposite a partner who has shown a highly distributional hand, you can throw “points” out the window.  When partner has made an opening 3-level preempt or has bid unusual no-trump or Michaels, look to have in excess of 3 pretty sure playing tricks in order to raise to game.  
It is important to consider vulnerability and to know partner’s preempt style when making these judgments:  if partner is highly disciplined in making vulnerable preempts, you can relax this requirement slightly.   On the other hand, if partner is known to make undisciplined preempts (especially non-vulnerable), then you need to make this requirement more stringent.  
For purposes of counting “pretty sure playing tricks”, here are some guidelines:
a. Count one for any honor Queen or higher in partner’s suit(s).

b. Count Quick tricks for holdings outside of partner’s suit(s)--  

A = 1;  AK = 2;  AQ = 1 ½;  KQ = 1;  K = 1/2, but discount these last 2 holdings slightly (without the Ace).

c. With decent trump support, count one for an outside singleton, two for a void.  This may be adjusted based on the opponents’ bidding and extra trump length.
Example:  (Qxx  (Axxx (x (Axxxx, worth four pretty sure playing tricks is a reasonable raise of a preemptive 3 spades to 4, despite only 10HCP, a hand not worth an opening bid (by most players’ standards).
But:  (Qxx (KQxx (Qx (KQxx, worth less than 3 pretty sure playing tricks (slightly discounting the KQ combininations), is not good enough to raise 3 spades to 4, despite 14HCP, and a hand surely worth an opening bid.  Perhaps at IMP scoring, a raise to game should be considered.  Partner could have something like spades to the A J 10, and the King of diamonds, making the game a 50% chance on the spade finesse.
2. Intermediate cards in opponents’ suit

The remaining considerations discussed in this article can all be used to make slight adjustments to point count;  whether to take a more aggressive or more conservative action when “point count” leaves you right on the fence.
Here is some guidance on the value of intermediate honors in a suit bid by the opponents:
a. Devalue an isolated Q or J in the opponents suit (especially a doubleton).

b. Consider which opponent is likely to have strength in the suit in question.  Give full value to honor holdings behind that opponent, but devalue honor holdings in front of that opponent.

Example 1:  Partner opens 1 Spade & the next hand overcalls 2 Diamonds.  What do you do with (a) or (b)?

(a) (Kxxx  (AJxx  (Qx  xxx
(b) (Kxxx  (AJxx  (xx  Qxx

Both hands have excellent 4-card trump support and 10HCP.  With hand (a), devalue the (Q and be content with a simple raise to 2 Spades.  With hand (b) cue-bid diamonds (or take whatever action indicates a limit (invitational) raise in spades.

Example 2:  You open 1C, the next hand bids 1H, and partner bids 1S.  The next hand passes.  What do you do with (c) or (d)?

(c) (KQxx  (AQx  (x  Kxxxx
(d) (KQxx  (Axx  (x  KQxxx

Both hands have 14 HCP, and surely some spade raise is in order.  With (a), devalue the (Q (in front of the heart bidder), and be content with 2 Spades.  With (b) make the jump raise to 3S, counting the full 14 HCP plus 3 for the singleton diamond.
3. Source of tricks

Having a long running suit can go a long way in making up for a marginal holding in high cards.  Thus (xx  (xxx (AKxxxx (xx  is worth a raise to 3 NT over partner’s 1NT opening.  A common way to account for this is to count extra points for long suits… one point for the 5th card in a suit, and one more point for each additional card above 5.  Thus the hand above evaluates to being worth 9 points, not 7.  
Likewise, (Kx (AJx  (xxx (KQJxx may be worth an upgrade to open 1NT, even if you play a normal 15-17 range.

Similarly, slams can often be made with minimal high card points when there is a good trump suit, a secondary source of tricks, and controls in the other suits.
4. Suit “texture” --  tens and nines
Give some extra credit to tens and nines, especially in suits accompanied by higher honors.  For example, what to do with (a) or (b) when partner has raised your 1NT opening to 2 NT, inviting game.

(a)   (KJ 10 9  ( Axx ( QJx
 (AJx

(b)   (KJ xx
 ( Axx ( QJx  (AJx
Both hands are 16 HCP, flat distribution, differing only by the possession of the 10 and 9 of spades in hand (a).  At matchpoint scoring, I think only (a) is worth accepting the invitation.  

Why are the 10 and 9 so important?  It depends on partner’s holding in the suit, but opposite certain holdings, the 10 and 9 have tremendous value.  For example, opposite a holding of xxx, with (a) you are still guaranteed 2 tricks in the suit, and have a 50% chance of 3 tricks (assuming entries to dummy not a problem for finesses against the (Q).  With (b) you have no guarantee of any tricks in the suit, and need to be very lucky to make 2 tricks (conceivably 3) in the suit.
5. High cards with the long suits

Hands that have the high cards in long suits are better than hands with equal number of points, but high cards concentrated in short suits.  Thus, over partner’s 1NT opening:


(a)  (Qxx  (Jx    (xxx  ( KQxxx


(b)  (Qxx  (KQ  (xxx  ( Jxxxx

(a) is worth a raise to 2NT;  (b) is not.
