
Slam bidding techniques 

Bidding a slam in no trumps 

Typically, the two things needed to bid 6NT are: 

• a balanced hand facing a balanced hand 
• 33 HCP between the two hands (37 HCP for a grand slam). 

A NT slam can be bid directly or indirectly.  

An example of bidding a NT slam directly would be: 

1NT – 6NT 

In this instance the hands may look like this: 

Qxx 
AKxx 
AJx 
Kxx 

AKx 
Qxx 
KQxx 
Axx 

 

Bidding 6NT on this hand is just a matter of basic addition – 17HCP + 18 HCP = 35HCP.  
This arithmetic tells us that the most our opponents could have in the way of HCP is 5, 
possibly an ace and a jack or a king and a queen, or in this layout 3 jacks and a queen. 
This means there is no point in asking for aces. Just bid the slam directly. 

 

4NT invitation 

When your partner opens or rebids a no trump, you will often be uncertain whether you 
have enough HCP to bid slam. 

The solution to this is to use a bid of 4NT (quantitative NT) to invite partner to bid 6NT if 
they hold a maximum for their bid. 

4NT is quantitative in the following auctions: 

1NT – 4NT 

2NT – 4NT 

1NT  - 2C (stayman) - 2D (no 4 card major) – 4NT 

1NT – 2D (transfer)- 2H – 4NT 

2C (game force) – 2D (waiting) – 2NT (23-24HCP)– 4NT 

2C (game force) – 2D  (waiting) – 3NT (25-26HCP) – 4NT 

How does partner reply to a 4NT invitation? 

With a maximum range, bid 6NT. HCP are the priority here. 

If marginal, evaluate the quality of your hand – do you have a good 5 card suit (good), do 
you have scattered honours or a doubleton queen (poor). 



Lets look at some examples: 

 

QJ3 
Q87 
AJ54 
AQ2 

This hand has a 16 count but  no long suit and 
isolated queens. When partner invites, 
downgrade the hand and pass. 

 

JT 
KQ7 
KQJT6 
AT6 

This hand also has 16HCP but is much better. 
It has a great 5 card suit and 3 intermediate 
cards (the 10s). Bid 6NT. 

 

Bidding a slam in a suit 
To bid a slam in a trump contract you need: 

• a strong trump suit (think twice about bidding slam on a crappy trump suit) 
• 33 or more total points between the two hands (revalue your hand after an 8-

card fit or longer has been found)  
• at least three of the four aces between you (any one ace can be missing, but it’s 

definitely not safe to bid a slam missing two aces) 
• no two immediate losers (you don’t want your opponents taking two quick tricks 

off the top, defeating your slam before you even get started!). 

Unlike game contracts where our priorities are game in a major suit or NT, playing in six 
of a minor requires the same number of tricks as a major or NT slam. If you have a 
choice of slam contracts – choose the safest! 

If you are considering a slam in a suit contract, be aware that having 33 TP alone is not 
enough, as some of your points will be from distribution (shortage points) and you could 
still be missing two aces.  

Generally, most slams in a suit will be bid indirectly or slowly. Take the bidding slowly 
unless you are absolutely sure about the right contract.  

If you want to explore for slam, you need to create a game forcing auction, to avoid 
partner passing if you make a non-forcing bid. You can use 4th suit forcing, reverses and 
jump shifts. 

Here is an example hand: 

AQ842 
7 
A2 
AK862 

1D – 1S  
1NT  - ? 
 
Bid 3C. 
Opener has shown a minimum opening hand 
and denied 4 spades. You probably want to 
play in a suit contract so show your second 
suit at the 3-level (a jump shift to show a 



strong responding hand). Bidding 2C after 
partner’s 1NT rebid would be non-forcing. 

 
Control showing bids 

A control bid is a bid of a new suit after a fit has been found in a game going auction 
(usually at the 3 level).  

It shows a control in the suit bid and slam interest. 

A control is the ace or a void in the suit bid (some partnerships play a control bid as 
showing first or second round control – a singleton or king). 

Some examples of control bids are: 

1H – 3H  
3S 
 
 
2C – 2D 
2H – 3H 
4C 
 
 
1D – 1S 
3S – 4D 

3S is showing a spade control and slam 
interest in hearts. 
 
 
4C shows slam interest in hearts and a club 
control. 
 
 
4D show slam interest in spades and a 
control in diamonds but denies a control in 
clubs 

 

Control showing bids are a very effective slam bidding tool, especially when you have a 
distributional hand with a void, where asking for aces will not be helpful because you 
need to know which aces partner has.  

You can recognise a control bid because: 

• a trump suit has been agreed 
• if the trump suit is a major, a new suit bid at the 3 level is a control bid 
• if the trump suit is a minor, a new suit bid above 3NT is a control bid. 

You bid your controls ‘up-the-line’ by showing your cheapest first. If you skip over a suit, 
you deny a control in that suit.  

Bidding a control in a suit you have bypassed shows second round control. 

A return to the trump suit by either partner shows no more controls.  

 

Jacoby 2NT 

Another really useful slam bidding tool is Jacoby 2NT.  

J2NT is used when partner opens a major suit and you have a game going or better 
hand. 

A bid of 2NT after partner’s 1S or 1H bid: 

• shows game forcing values (12/13+TP) 



• shows four or more cards in partner’s major 
• sets trumps in partner’s major. 

After this auction 1S/H – 2NT, opener takes one of the following actions: 

• bids a new suit at the 3-level to show a singleton or void 
• bids a new suit at the 4-level to show a good 5-card suit with at least two 

honours 
• where opener does not have a shortage or a second suit they bid: 

o  the agreed major at the 4-level to show a minimum opening hand (11-
14/15TP)  - remember: fast arrival shows a weak hand 

o 3NT to show 15-16TP  
o 3 of the agreed major to show 17+TP. 

(Note: there are different ways to play these responses. I have used the standard 
method taught by Paul Marsden).  

 

AQJ 
85 
AK2 
KT82 

1S – 2NT 
3N - ? 
 
Bid 4NT ace ask. You have at least 33TP so 
you intend on bidding slam but have one final 
check to make sure you are not off two quick 
tricks. 

 

Q52 
KQ95 
AKJ 
QT2 

1H – 2NT 
4H - ? 
 
Pass. Partner has a maximum of 14TP so you 
don’t have 33TP. 
 

 

AQ52 
KQ95 
KJ4 
QT2 

1H – 2NT 
3H - ? 
 
Bid 3S. 
Here partner is showing 17+TP so you have 
more than 33TP. A bid of 3S shows control in 
spades and slam interest. 

 

Note: if your opponents bid over partner’s major suit opening 2NT is no longer J2NT and 
has its usual meaning of 10-12 HCP and a stopper in the opponent’s suit. 

 

Splinter bids 

A splinter is a double jump in a new suit after partner opens one of a major. 



For example these are all splinters: 

1S/H – 4C  

1S/H – 4D 

1H – 3S  

1S – 4H. 

A splinter shows 4-card support for partner’s major and a singleton or void in the suit 
bid.  

Do not splinter if you have a singleton ace or king, as this helps partner place your 
values outside the suit in which you splintered.  

You might splinter on a hand like this: 

A8763 
KQ4 
Q984 
6 

1S – 4C 
 
4C show a game going hand with a singleton 
or void in clubs. 

 

Opener can also splinter. 

Splinters are useful in finding a slam on fewer than 33TP because they show 
distribution. 

After your partner splinters you can explore slam by showing controls or asking for aces. 

With a minimum hand or with wasted values in partner’s short suit just bid game in the 
major.  

 

Roman Key Card  

Roman key card or Key card Blackwood is a variation of the Blackwood convention that 
allows the partner looking to bid slam to find out if they have all aces and the king and 
queen of trumps.  

4NT is used to ask partner how many ‘key cards’ they have. The key cards are the 4 aces 
and the king of trumps. 

The responses are: 

5C to show 1 or 4 keys cards 

5D to show 0 or 3 key cards 

5H to show 2 key cards without the queen of trumps 

5S to show 2 key cards with the queen of trumps. 

This variation of key card is known as 1430.  

There are further continuations after the partner of the key card asker responds but 
learn these ones first.  

 



Further information 

Seagram and Smith 25 Bridge Conventions You Should Know for excellent discussions 
on control bids, J2NT and splinters. 

Peter Hollands videos: 

 Control bids: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ok-MRjV5ibE&t=950s 

J2NT: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pJJVJYj6Q5g 

Splinters: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zz16o3ui3Qg 

Key card: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bhael0OB6Do 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ok-MRjV5ibE&t=950s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pJJVJYj6Q5g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zz16o3ui3Qg

