
3 - Comparable Call  

The 2017 Law 23 is completely new and introduces the concept of a “comparable call,” 
essential for ruling on insufficient bids (Law 27) and calls out of rotation (Laws 28-32). 
When the illegal call is not accepted, if the substitute call is comparable to the withdrawn 
call, most of the time there will be no additional consequences for the offenders. The new 
law’s purpose is to increase the frequency of normal bridge results after insufficient bids 
and calls out of turn. Directors can be somewhat liberal and lenient when applying Law 23, 
in order to achieve this goal, but it must be recognized that in many situations no 
comparable call exists and the offender’s substitute call will bar partner for one round 
(after a call out of rotation) or the remainder of the auction (after an insufficient bid).  To 
decide if a call is comparable to a previous one, the intention of the player that made the 
illegal call is not relevant. What the Director needs to take into account are the attributable 
meanings of the withdrawn call, i.e., the possible meanings perceived by the offender’s 

partner. Example: A player bids 2♣ after an opening of 2♠ (weak) on their right. Assuming 
that the call was not inadvertent (see Law 25), from partner’s point of view it could be a 

club overcall (thinking that the opening was 1♠) or a strong 2♣ opening (not realizing that 

RHO had opened). These are the “attributable meanings” of the insufficient 2♣ bid. Talking 
to the offender away from the table is often useful for establishing the attributable 
meanings of the illegal call (one of those meanings is surely the one intended by the 
player). [23A: A substitute call is comparable to the withdrawn call if a) both have more or 
less the same meaning, or b) defines a subset of the meanings attributable to the 
withdrawn call, or c) has the same purpose as what is attributable to the withdrawn call.]  

Any of the three definitions in Law 23 may be used to rule a call comparable, but they are 
independent tests. They should not be mixed together in an attempt to find a way to allow a 
call as comparable. For example, 23A2 refers to a subset. Subset has a definite meaning: 
for a call to be defined as a subset, all the meanings of the replacement call must fit into 
the meaning of the withdrawn call. There is no such thing as “more or less similar to a 
subset.” The Director can use some discretion when judging if two calls have more or less 
the same meaning. Example 1: Dealer’s LHO opens 1NT (15-17) out of turn. Not accepted. 

Dealer opens 2♥ weak. Offender now bids 2NT (15-18). It does not have the same meaning, 

but it’s similar, therefore comparable. Example 2: North dealer, South opens 1♠. Not 

accepted. The auction restarts with Pass Pass 1♠. Most of the time the director will likely 
consider this to be a comparable call because it shows more or less the same type of hand. 
It’s certainly within the spirit of “saving as many boards as possible.” However, the director 

might consider it not comparable if the 1♠ opening in third position is unusually aggressive 

(♠ AKxx ♥ xxx ♦ Jxx ♣ xxx, for example, would be good enough) when compared to a 1♠ 



opening in first position (the pair’s style being 12+, for example). Generally speaking, a call 
is considered similar to another if it is within 2-3 HCP. Small distributional differences 
between the withdrawn call and the replacement call are more problematic than strength 

differences. Example 3: North dealer, South opens 1♥, not accepted. North now opens 1♠ 

and East overcalls 2♦. 2♥ should be ruled a comparable call for South under this section of 
the laws. The replacement bid and the withdrawn bid both show at least five hearts. While 

all hands that would bid 2♥ in a standard context would not necessarily have opened the 

bidding, the difference in point count is small enough to be acceptable. In contrast, if 2♥ is 
a negative free bid, it should not be allowed as comparable (the point range is very 
different). For a substitute call to define a subset of the meanings attributable to the 
withdrawn call, the meaning(s) attributable to the latter must contain all the hands that the 
former contains. Note: The interpretation of “subset” is strict (there is no allowance for a 
“liberal” approach). Example 1: On a competitive auction, North bids 4NT intended as 

Blackwood. East bids 5♥ and South 5♣ (0-3 keycards without the overcall). Not accepted. 
South now doubles, showing 0 aces. The meaning of the substitute bid is completely 
contained in the meanings attributable to the withdrawn bid. Therefore it’s comparable. 
Example 2: North dealer. South passes. Not accepted. North opens 2NT (20-21 HCP). East 

passes. Is 3♦ by South comparable to his first pass? It seems making that determination 
would require mixing the meanings of 23A1 and 23A2 (it is “similar” to a subset), so the 
answer is no. It is true that over a 2NT opening partner will rarely have a hand that would 

have opened the bidding, but it is a possibility so 3♦ is not a true subset.  

Further, it is hard to say that a call showing five or more hearts is “similar” to a hand that 

would not open the bidding. The same ruling would apply to a 3♣ Stayman call in the same 
auction after an out of turn pass by South. It is true that over a 2NT opening there is not 
much likelihood that ruling these calls comparable will cause a problem later, but they do 
not fit into any of the separate definitions of comparable found in Law 23. The goal of Law 
23 is to increase the frequency of normal bridge results but not at the expense of 
interpreting the words in a way clearly not intended. Further, the problem with allowing 
such bids as comparable is drawing the line at a point beyond where it will too often create 
a problem. The example of 2NT does not seem such a problem, but what if the opening bid 
was 1NT 15-17? Or 1NT 10-12? As for the third clause in Law 23, consider this example: An 

auction starts with 2NT Pass 2♣. Not accepted, replaced with 3♣. One of the meanings 

attributable to the withdrawn 2♣ is Stayman. 3♣ serves the same purpose (find a major suit 

fit). Therefore it’s comparable. Even if 2♣ was regular Stayman and 3♣ was Puppet 
Stayman, the Director should allow the call as comparable because the general purpose is 
the same (23C might apply if the difference between the two calls helps the partner of the 



offender to reach a good result on the board). It should be clear that the basic idea of the 
“comparable call” concept is that the substitute call is comparable to the withdrawn call if 
the withdrawn call does not carry significant additional information for the offender’s 
partner. In borderline cases, the Director can use this approach as a decider. 23B: When a 
substitute call is deemed to be comparable to the one withdrawn, the auction and play 
continue normally. Law 16 (unauthorized information) and 26 (lead penalties) do not apply 
(but see 23C below). 23C: In some rare occasions the small difference between the original 
and the substitute calls provides assistance in reaching a better result, damaging the non-
offending side. If this happens, the Director should seek to remove that advantage and 
restore equity (Law 12).  

 The Director should resist the temptation of liberally deeming calls as comparable, 
thinking that, “If there is a problem, we can always use 23C to adjust.” 23C is a last resort, 
not a default procedure. Some practical aspects: This law is not easy to apply. The best way 
to handle it is to think along these lines: “What does the player want to do, and is it 
comparable?” Talking with the offender away from the table, explain to them the general 
mechanics of the law if you think that it will be useful. Ask them what they would like to do 
in case LHO does not accept their illegal call. Inform them if you will deem the proposed 
call as comparable or not. If not comparable, tell them about the consequences and be 
sure that they understand them. Ask if they have an alternative action? Try not to coach the 
player into a specific option. The Director’s role is not to choose an action on behalf of the 
player. Returning to the table and give LHO their options, don’t tell them if the offender will 
have a comparable call or not. Just explain what will happen in either case. In due time give 
the offender their choice to call and tell the table if the call is comparable or not, and then 
apply the consequences. When this law is invoked because of a call out of rotation, a major 
difficulty is that the Director doesn’t know yet what will be the course of action if the call is 
not accepted. The best approach is to first explain the law at the table and then give to 
offender’s LHO their option to accept the call out of rotation or not. The Director needs to 
talk to the offender away from the table, as discussed above, only in some cases when the 

illegal call is not accepted. Example: Dealer South. West “opens” with 2♠ showing spades 
and a minor suit. The Director should say something like: “North can accept, in which case 

the auction continues. If not, 2♠ is canceled, and South starts the auction. If South passes 

West must repeat 2♠, and the auction continues. If South bids, then if West chooses a 
comparable call, the auction continues. If not, East must pass once.” If South passes, there 
is no need to talk with West away from the table. If South bids something, take West away 
and check if they understand their options. Answer any questions, then return to the table, 
let the player choose their action and apply additional rectifications if needed. If the 
players at the table ask for a definition of “comparable call,” explain it in general terms, 



simplifying as appropriate and if possible. The players will seldom understand a direct 
quote of the whole law. At the table, saying that it is a call similar enough that the illegal call 
does not give extra useful information might do the trick.  


