
Playing Bridge in Tempo at the Table 

Appropriate Communication Between Partners 

During the auction or play, all calls and card plays should be made without undue 
emphasis, hesitation, or haste. The only exceptions are the declarer's first play from the 
dummy or third hand's first play. The general principle is to maintain a consistent tempo.  

What Does Playing Bridge in Tempo Mean? 

In bridge, tempo refers to the rhythm of calls and plays over multiple tricks. Making a call 
or play too quickly can signal confidence, while excessive hesitation can suggest 
uncertainty. Any irregular tempo, whether intentional or not, can convey unauthorised 
information to a partner. This can create ethical dilemmas for players who must ensure 
they do not benefit from such information. While there are situations where a break in 
tempo is necessary, such as an unexpected development in the auction or play, players 
must recognise that their hesitation signals difficulty. Their partner, however, is not 
entitled to act on this information. In cases of doubt, the partner should actively choose 
a call or play not suggested by the unauthorised information. 

Am I Not Allowed to Stop and Think? 

Of course, thinking is sometimes necessary, particularly when faced with an unexpected 
bid or play. However, good players anticipate potential scenarios in advance, enabling 
them to make decisions with minimal variation in tempo. While perfect consistency is not 
always possible, striving for steady tempo minimises the risk of conveying unauthorised 
information. 

What Constitutes Inappropriate Communication? 

Partners should not communicate through: 

• The way calls or plays are made 

• Extraneous remarks, gestures, or movements 

• The timing of questions asked (or not asked) 

• Special emphasis, tone of voice, alerts, or explanations (or the lack thereof). 

What Should I Do If My Partner Breaks Tempo? 

If your partner hesitates or breaks tempo, consider the following: 

• Ask yourself: What are my logical alternative calls or plays at this point? What 
would I have done if my partner had maintained a normal tempo? 

• Reflect on whether the unauthorised information suggests a particular call or play. 



• Choose among the logical alternatives not influenced by the unauthorised 
information. 

Other Misleading Actions 

If a player makes misleading remarks, hesitates without a justifiable decision (e.g. when 
playing a singleton in the suit played with undue hesitation), or otherwise disrupts the 
normal flow of the game, the tournament director may adjust the score if the opponents 
are disadvantaged. 

What If My Partner Regularly Hesitates or Plays Slowly? 

Learning to play in tempo is essential. If a player's irregular tempo influences the auction 
or play, the director may adjust the score in favour of the non-offending side. This is not a 
matter of fairness or friendliness but a strict application of bridge laws to ensure an 
equitable game. If a player receives unauthorised information from a partner, they must 
take all reasonable steps to avoid benefiting from it. 

Final Thoughts 

This article provides general guidance but is not exhaustive. When issues arise at the 
table, the director will assess the situation and determine the necessary actions. If you 
need further clarification, please speak with one of our club directors, in particular, Steve 
Hull or Satish Panchamia, our Chief and Deputy Chief Tournament Directors. 
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