
 

Copyright © 2022, David Taylor 

The Law of Total Tricks 
When both sides are bidding, it’s often difficult to know whether to bid one level higher or to let the opponents play the hand.  The Law of 

Total Tricks (AKA LoTT, AKA “The Law”) is a useful tool to help us with competitive decisions like these. 

 

The primary application of the Law is this: In a competitive auction, bid to the number of tricks that we have trumps:  

• If we have 8 trumps between us, we shouldn’t bid past the 2 level 

• If we have 9 trumps between us, we shouldn’t bid past the 3 level 

• If we have 10 trumps between us, we shouldn’t bid past the 4 level  

 

Note that competitive auctions are different than constructive auctions where we  make bidding decisions based on out strength (HCPs 

and / or Losing Trick Count).   

 

In an auction like the one on the right, South shows a weak hand (< 6 points) but with 3 spades.  

(S will prefer to have H shortness as well, or other compensating shortness.) 

 

Bidding one more shows extra shape.  In this auction, we would expect N to have exactly 5 

spades.  With 5 spades, it’s not N’s job to compete, even with extra values; the extra values will 

take tricks on defense as well as offense.  We would expect S to have 4+ spades and no interest 

in game.  (S is NOT inviting game.) 

 

Here, S has a weak hand (not interested in game) and is bidding to make it more difficult for E/

W to compete.  S has 3 hearts (or 4 with poor outside shape).  S is anticipating a competitive 

auction; both N and S are weak with a good fit, so E and W have values and they have a fit as well. 

 

Same idea here.  S has 5+  hearts and a weak hand (< ~6 points) and outside shortness.  Either N 

is strong and we may make our contract on strength; or N is weak and the opponents will have 

strength and a fit. 

 

Only if you’re interested: A more precise description of the Law is that the total number of tricks available are about equal to the number 

of cards in each side’s long suits.  For example:  

• NS have 8 hearts 

• EW have 8 spades 

• That’s a total of 16 cards in each side’s long suits 

• In this case, NS can take 8 tricks with hearts as trumps, and we EW take 8 

tricks with spades as trumps for a total of 16 tricks. 

• In some cases (not so much this one), we could move particular cards to 

partner’s hand such that one side takes 9 tricks and the other 7. 
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