
The Law of Total Tricks
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Discussion

• We have lots of tools to help us know if we have 8, 9 or 10 card fits. 
Why do we care?

3



Discussion

• We have lots of tools to help us know if we have 8, 9 or 10 card fits. 
Why do we care?

• Does a 5-4 fit often take more tricks than a 5-3 fit? Why? 
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https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game
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Discussion

• We have lots of tools to help us know if we have 8, 9 or 10 card fits. 
Why do we care?

• Does a 5-4 fit usually take more tricks than a 5-3 fit? Why? 
• What is the Law of Total Tricks?
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What is the Law of Total Tricks?

The total number of tricks available 
is approximately equal to the total number of trumps.
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What is the Law of Total Tricks?

The total number of tricks available 
is approximately equal to the total number of trumps.

Therefore, you are usually safe to bid to the level of the 
number of trumps your side holds.
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www.bridgebase.com/tools/handviewer.html?pc=n&s=st94hj972da765c53&w=saq32h6
3dk42cj987&n=skj5haqt8dqjtck42&e=s876hk54d983caqt6&d=n&v=0&b=1&a=2hppp

NS can make 8 tricks for 2H; EW can make 8 tricks for 2C
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Let’s move the KH to West. Now the KH is on side, and NS can 
make 9 tricks, but EW can only make  7 tricks. 11



If they have a fit, we have a fit
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If they have a fit, we have a fit

• They bid 1S 2S, they have an 8 card fit, maybe 9.
• We have 26 cards, including at most 5 spades.
• So, at least 21 cards in the other three suits.
• Unless we are very unlucky, and they are 7-7-7, we have a fit.
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What is the Law of Total Tricks?

The total number of tricks available 
is approximately equal to the total number of trumps.

Therefore, you are usually safe to bid to the level of the 
number of trumps your side holds.

Corollary: it is  usually not good let the opponents
 play  in their level of LOTT.
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From Larry Cohen’s weekly game, 11/26/25 
You are South, NV, do you balance?

Larry Cohen Weekly Game
Intobridge followup – Zoom 112625
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Now you are west, NV, do you compete to 3H?

Larry Cohen Weekly Game
Intobridge followup – Zoom  112625
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        NS         EW 
2H EW         14%     86%
3D NS-1       52%    48%
3H EW-1      78%    22%
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LOTT: The total number of tricks available is 
approximately equal to the total number of trumps

• If they bid and raise a major, they have a fit. If they have a fit we 
have a fit. Don’t let them play 2M if they bid and raise.

• Don’t  bid 3 over 3 without extra values or extra trump – very often 
both sides can make 2 but no one can make 3. In other words 
push them to 3, job done.

• Beware the -200 when vulnerable.

18



LOTT: The total number of tricks available is 
approximately equal to the total number of trumps

• If they bid and raise a major, they have a fit. If they have a fit we 
have a fit. Don’t let them play 2M if they bid and raise.

• Don’t  bid 3 over 3 without extra values or extra trump – very often 
both sides can make 2 but no one can make 3. In other words 
push them to 3, job done.

• Beware the -200 when vulnerable.

FACT: – 200 is worse than  
any part score the opponents can make

19



20

16 Trumps
NS play 2S EW play 3H

NS 
tricks 

NS score 
vul

NS score 
NV

EW 
tricks

EW score 
EW vul

EW score 
EW  NV

9 140 140 7 -200 -100
8 110 110 8 -100 -50
7 -100 -50 9 140 140



A few examples…
all non-vulnerable

21



A8742   QJ3    KJ6     K7

You  LHO  Partner  RHO
1    Double        2        3
   ??
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A8742   QJ3    KJ6     K7

You  LHO  Partner  RHO
1    Double        2        3
   ??

Pass. Looks like you have 8 trumps. They might not even 
have a heart fit. No reason to bid 3 over 3. If partner has 
four spades, they can bid 3.

23



J853   10    Q542     K873

You  LHO  Partner  RHO
Pass             1   1       2
2   3   Pass     Pass
  ??

24



J853   10    Q542     K873

You  LHO  Partner  RHO
Pass             1   1       2
2   3   Pass     Pass
  ??

Bid 3 . You have nine trumps. The Law will protect you, 
especially non vulnerable.

25



KJ5   J42    AJ865     93

You  LHO  Partner  RHO
Pass  1               2  (weak)      3
   ??

26



KJ5   J42    AJ865     93

You  LHO  Partner  RHO
Pass  1               2  (weak)      3
   ??

Bid 3 . Partner promised 6 spades. Again, The Law will 
protect you. If you are down, they are making 3.

27



Now let’s see The Law in some 
real hands.

28



??

Do you balance? What do you do? Why?

You are West. None vulnerable

29

Newtown Open game



??

??

Do you  bid 3S?

Now you are South. None vulnerable

30



31

15%

40%

80%



??

None vulnerable

East passed after North bid 2S, but should East consider bidding 3D or doubling?

??

32



33

15%

30%

80%



LOTT: The total number of tricks available is 
approximately equal to the total number of trumps

• If they bid and raise a major, they have a fit. If they have a fit we 
have a fit. Don’t let them play 2M if they bid and raise.

• Don’t  bid 3 over 3 without extra values or extra trump – likely both 
sides can make 2 but no one can make 3. In other words push 
them to 3, job done.

• Beware the -200 when vulnerable.
• When Opponents Bid And Raise, consider “OBAR” bids in the 

direct seat. Take your partner off the hook and “pre-balance” 
when you are short in opps suit.

34



??

Newtown,  open game on BBO. 35



21 trumps; 22 tricks

36



LOTT: The total number of tricks available is 
approximately equal to the total number of trumps

• If they bid and raise a major, they have a fit. If they have a fit we 
have a fit. Don’t let them play 2M if they bid and raise.

• Don’t  bid 3 over 3 without extra values or extra trump – likely both 
sides can make 2 but no one can make 3. In other words push 
them to 3, job done.

• Beware the -200.
• Consider OBAR bids in the direct seat when Opponents Bid And 

Raise.
• Extend the preempt to the level of LOTT.

37



You are West. EW Vulnerable

9

Pass Pass ??

Do you compete to 5H?

38



5

You are West. EW Vulnerable

9

PassPass 
??

Do you compete to 5S?

39



4H makes 4S  makes
9 hearts, 10 spades

Newtown, Open Game

77% EW

14% EW

55% NS

40
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LOTT: The total number of tricks available is 
approximately equal to the total number of trumps

• If they bid and raise a major, they have a fit. If they have a fit we 
have a fit. Don’t let them play 2M if they bid and raise.

• Don’t  bid 3 over 3 without extra values or extra trump – likely both 
sides can make 2 but no one can make 3. In other words push 
them to 3, job done.

• Beware the -200.
• Consider OBAR bids in the direct seat when Opponents Bid And 

Raise.
• Extend the preempt to the level of LOTT.
• The five level belongs to the opponents.

42



https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game

??

Wolpert Weekly Game, 1/6/26 

You are South. Do you let them buy it for 2D?

43

https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game
https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game
https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game
https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game


https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game

??

Now you are East. Do you let them buy it for 2H?

44
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https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game

??

Now, you are North. Do you bid over 3D?

45
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https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game

EW can make 3D (4 unless 
South gets a club ruff)

NS can make 3H or 2S

There are 16 trumps but 18 
tricks:  why??

46



https://wolpertbridge.com/article/01062026-game

EW can make 3D (4 unless 
South gets a club ruff)

NS can make 3H or 2S

There are 16 trumps but 18 
tricks:  why??

Both sides have a double fit

If we have a double fit, they 
have a double fit

47



So, how good is The Law?

Statistical analysis by Jean-René Vernés:
1. Exactly right 57.5% of the time
2. Within one trick 80% of the time

48



Continuing advancement…

• LOTT isn’t always right, but seeing the exceptions takes judgment, 
and that comes from experience.

• When you have a split deck hand, a LOTT hand, and get a bad 
board, go back and study –  what went wrong? 

• “Unforced error”?
• Bad luck?
• Was LOTT wrong?
• If LOTT was wrong, how might you have known that? 

49



Continuing advancement…

• LOTT isn’t always right, but seeing the exceptions takes judgment, and 
that comes from experience.

• When you have a LOTT hand and get a bad board, go back and study –  
what went wrong? 

• “Unforced error”?
• Bad luck?
• Was LOTT wrong?
• If LOTT was wrong, how might you have known that? 

• Extra shape
• Double fits
• Trump quality
• Wasted values
• Vulnerability

50



Recap

The Law: The total number of tricks available 
is approximately equal to the total number of trumps.

The Golden Rule
Therefore, you are usually safe to bid to the level of the number 

of trumps your side holds.
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Summary

• If you only remember three things…
• If they have a fit, we have a fit. Don’t let them play 2M when they have a fit.
• Don’t bid 3 over 3 without extras– push them to the three level, job done.
• Don’t go down 2 vul for -200.
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Summary

• If you only remember three things…
• If they have a fit, we have a fit. Don’t let them play 2M when they have a fit.
• Don’t bid 3 over 3 without extras– push them to the three level, job done.
• Don’t go down 2 vul for -200.

• And………
• The five level belongs to the opponents.
• Extend the preempt to the level of LOTT.
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Links

54

To create hands to play on BBO: 
• https://www.bridgebase.com/tools/handviewer.html?editor=y
• www.bridgebase.com/tools/handviewer.html?pc=n&s=st94hj972da76

5c53&w=saq32h63dk42cj987&n=skj5haqt8dqjtck42&e=s876hk54d983
caqt6&d=n&v=0&b=1&a=2hppp

To sign up for Larry Cohen’s newsletter:
• https://larryco.com/newsletter
Wolpert game 12/30/25:
• https://wolpertbridge.com/article/12302025-game
Larry Cohen Weekly Game 11/26/25:
• Larry Cohen Weekly Game Intobridge followup – Zoom
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bonus hands
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You are west, NS vulnerable

Do you bid? Why or why not?
56



Now you are South, vulnerable

What do you do? Why?
57



• The five level belongs to the opponents

https://wolpertbridge.com/article/12302025-game
58
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Marcello Branco, South
1978 World Pairs Olympiad

New Orleans
None Vulnerable

59



www.bridgebase.com/tools/handviewer.html?pc=n&s=sakq86ht7
63dj8cat&w=sjt53ha9842daqc93&n=s742h5dkt97ck8754&e=s9hk
qjd65432cqj62&d=s&v=0&b=11&a=1s2h2s4hppp
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Mike Passel, American Expert, West
Vs Giorgio Belladonna and the Italian Blue Team

1979 Bermuda Bowl,  Rio de Janeiro
NS Vulnerable
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www.bridgebase.com/tools/handviewer.html?pc=n&s=sk8754ha74d
t52ct4&w=sj93hq86da743ca53&n=sa2ht5dqj86ckq972&e=sqt6hkj9
32dk9cj86&d=n&v=n&b=5&a=1d1h1s2h3cpp3hppp
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valkenberg

Valkenberg, World Team Olympiad, 1980

??
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valkenberg

Valkenberg, World Team Olympiad, 1980
Brazilian star Gabino Cintra, South
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Valkenberg, World Team Olympiad, 1980

South bid 5S. DD makes 
5S, but South naturally  
went down 1.

EW: 9 clubs, 7 tricks
NS: 8 spades, 11 tricks
NS scores:
• 5C-4: 200
• 5CX-4: 800
• 5S: 650
• 5S-1: -100
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