
What a Negative Double Is (in one line) 
Responder’s double of a suit overcall shows length in the unbid suits—especially any unbid 
major(s)—and enough values to compete. It is not penalty (except vs a 1NT overcall in most 
partnerships). 

 

When you should use a Negative Double (step 
by step) 

1. The situation 
o Partner opens. 
o Right-hand opponent overcalls a suit (not 1NT). 
o You (responder) have shortness in their suit and interest in the unbid suits. 

2. Figure out which suits you’re showing 
o If both majors are unbid (e.g., 1♣ (1♦) X): shows both majors, typically 4-4+. 
o If one major is unbid (e.g., 1♦ (1♠) X): shows that other major (here hearts), 

usually at least four. 
o If no major is unbid (e.g., 1♥ (1♠) X or 1♠ (2♥) X): shows the minors, usually 4-

4. 
o General rule: a negative double “points toward majors”; when no major remains, 

it points to both minors. 
3. Strength you need (by level) 

o Overcalls that leave advancer’s cheapest fit at the 1-level: about 6+ HCP (can 
stretch with shape). 

o If partner will have to bid at the 2-level: about 8–10+ HCP. 
o After a jump overcall / 3-level: about 10–12+ HCP (and good shape). 
o As a passed hand, you can be lighter; shape is the driver. 

4. Length you’re showing 
o When a direct, natural bid in your suit is available at the same level, a negative 

double usually promises exactly four in that suit. 
§ Example: 1♣ (1♥) X = exactly 4 spades (with 5 spades you’d bid 1♠). 

o When the level is higher (e.g., over a jump), the double can hide 5+ in the target 
suit(s) because a direct suit bid would be too committal. 

5. When not to use it 
o With a good 5+-card suit you can bid naturally at a comfortable level—just bid 

it. 
o With a clear raise of opener’s suit—make that raise. 
o With length/strength in their suit and no interest in unbid suits—consider 

penalty later (but doubles by responder are not penalty at the 1-/2-level in 
standard methods). 

o Versus a 1NT overcall, most partnerships play double as penalty, not negative. 



 

Typical Meanings by Auction (quick map) 
• 1♣ (1♦) X → 4-4+ majors, 6+ HCP. 
• 1♣ (1♥) X → 4 spades (often exactly four), 6+ HCP. 
• 1♦ (1♠) X → 4 hearts, 6+ HCP. 
• 1♥ (1♠) X → both minors (usually 4-4), 8+ HCP. 
• 1♠ (2♥) X → both minors (usually 4-4), ~10+ HCP (level is higher). 
• 1m (2m) X (jump overcall) → shows an unbid major (or both majors over 2♦), 10–12+ 

HCP. 

Partnership range agreements vary; many pairs play negative doubles through 2♠ or even 
through 3♠. Decide your upper limit. 

 

Responder hand types (what you’re 
advertising) 

• Shape: Shortness in their suit; 4+ in an unbid major (or 4-4 minors when no major is 
unbid). 

• Strength: As above by level; upgrade with extra shape/intermediates. 
• Examples 

o 1♦ (1♠) X with ♠x ♥KQJx ♦Axxx ♣Qxx (shows hearts; ~10 HCP). 
o 1♣ (1♥) X with ♠KQxx ♥x ♦Axxx ♣Jxx (exactly 4 spades; ~9 HCP). 
o 1♥ (1♠) X with ♠x ♥QJxx ♦KQxx ♣Qxx (both minors implied; ~11 HCP). 

 

Opener’s Responsibilities after a Negative 
Double 
Think of responder as having shown a suit (or two) but not having had the room to bid it 
naturally. You now choose the strain and level. 

1) With support for responder’s implied suit 
• Minimum opening (12–14): bid the cheapest level in the implied suit. 

o 1♦ (1♠) X – 1♥ = 4 hearts, minimum. 
• Extra values (15–17): raise a level / show invitational+ by jumping. 



o 1♦ (1♠) X – 2♥ = 4 hearts, extras. 
• Game-force / very strong: cue-bid their suit to show strength and ask for more 

clarification. 

Support math: Responder often has exactly 4 in the shown major; opener with 4 provides an 8-
card fit, with 3 a playable 7-card fit at a low level. 

2) No fit for the implied suit(s) 
• Bid notrump with a stopper in their suit and appropriate range. 

o 1♣ (1♥) X – 1NT ≈ 12–14 with a heart stopper; 2NT ≈ 18–19. 
• Rebid your suit with 6+ cards or strong 5-card suit and no clear fit elsewhere. 
• Try the “other” implied suit if responder showed two (choose your better/cheaper 4-

card minor/major). 
• Cue-bid their suit with GF values but no clear direction. 

3) Opener’s point/strength guidelines (simple, practical) 
• Cheapest acceptance of the implied suit = minimum. 
• Jump in the implied suit = invitational+ (good 15+). 
• Cue-bid = GF or powerful hands (≈18+ or a hand that wants to explore best 

game/slam). 

 

Responder’s Follow-ups (after opener acts) 
• Minimum competitive hands: Try to pass a reasonable part-score your double created, 

or correct to your suit at the cheapest level if opener guessed wrong. 
• Invitational hands: Raise opener’s choice, invite NT, or bid your second suit to show 

5-4 shapes. 
• Game-going hands: Drive to game in the fit (major first), or 3NT with stoppers; cue-bid 

for slam-tries. 

 

Practical Examples 
1. 1♦ (1♠) X – 1♥ – Pass – ? 

Responder held 4 hearts. 
o With min and 4 hearts, pass or raise to 2♥ with ~9–10. 
o With game values, bid 3♥/4♥ depending on fit and controls. 



2. 1♣ (1♥) X – 1NT 
Opener shows a heart stopper and a balanced minimum. Responder can: 

o Pass with ~6–9 and balance. 
o Invite 2NT/3NT with 10–12/12+ and a heart stopper between you. 

3. 1♥ (1♠) X – 2♦ 
Double showed both minors. Opener chose diamonds (implies 4+ diamonds, no club 
preference or stronger diamonds). 
Responder with 4-4 minors and invitational values might raise to 3♦, or with 5 clubs/4 
diamonds might correct to 2♣. 

4. 1♣ (2♦) X – ? (Jump overcall) 
Double here promises hearts (and often spades, if both majors unbid) with 10–12+. 
Opener with 4 hearts and a minimum bids 2♥; with extras, 3♥. 

 

Partnership Options & Agreements (decide 
these!) 

• Through what level are negative doubles “on”? Common: through 2♠, many pairs: 
through 3♠. 

• 1NT overcall: play double as penalty (standard) or something else? 
• After 1♥ (1♠) and 1♠ (2♥): do you require 4-4 minors for X, or allow 5-4? 

(Recommended: usually 4-4; allow 5-4 when level is high.) 
• Limit raises after interference: use Jordan 2NT or double-then-raise to show 3-card 

invitational support for opener’s major. 

 

Quick Cheat Sheet 
• Negative Double = show unbid suits (majors first). 
• Exactly four in a target major when a 1-level bid was available; with five, bid the suit. 
• Strength rises with level (≈6+, 8–10+, 10–12+). 
• Opener: Prefer responder’s implied suit; cheapest = min, jump = invitational+, cue = 

GF. 
• No unbid major? Double shows both minors. 

 


