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3NT or four of a Major? 

Jonathan Green 

Advanced 

P LAYING teams, when should we bid 3NT in 
preference to four of a major with an 8-card 

or longer trump fit? 
 Before I start, a reminder: we tend to think we 
should be bidding NTs as much as possible at 
pairs; and often that’s the case. 
 However, in this specific situation, the 
opposite is true: we should bid 3NT far more often 
at teams and usually prefer four of a major at 
pairs.  Why? 
 At teams, the major must play two tricks 

better than NTs for it to be right.  At pairs, we only 
need to generate one additional trick in the major 
to score more highly. 
 Therefore we should be much more open to 
the idea of bidding 3NT with an 8-card or longer 
major suit fit at teams. 
 Well then, how do we decide?  We should go 
for 3NT if either: 

(a) We do not have enough winners for four 
of a major; or 

(b) We have too many losers. 

 These are not the same.  Think about how we 
plan the play: there are contracts where we only 
have a few obvious losers but unfortunately not 
enough winners; likewise, contracts where we 
have plenty of tricks but have to lose too many 
first!  So the thinking goes with this bidding 
decision.   
` Here are some examples.  Most are 9-card 
major suit fits to show 3NT is sometimes the 
winning choice nonetheless: this is far more often 
the case with an 8-card fit. 

S AQJ852 
H A94 
D A8 
C A65 

S K76 
H K832 
D 75 
C Q742 

S AKQJ962 
H K7 
D A9 
C Q5 

S 105 
H 1084 
D QJ54 
C J843 

There are only likely to be 9 tricks on this hand despite a 9-card major suit fit.  The auction might go 1S-2S; 
2NT-3NT playing ACOL (note that we should prefer to raise 1 of a major to 2 rather than bid 1NT on most 
hands, even playing 4-card majors; note also that the opening hand is far stronger than 15HCP).  Of course, 
3NT will occasionally go down and 4S sometimes get home 

We would much rather play these two hands in 3NT than 4S.  In 3NT, we have 8 sure tricks and a ninth on a 
red suit lead. Only a club lead and a heart switch is likely to cause us any problems and even then we are not 
any worse off than playing in 4S (which requires both red suit finesses most of the time to get to 10 tricks). 

S AK1062 
H A85 
D A72 
C K5 

S QJ54 
H K43 
D 984 
C 942 

Not enough winners 

This is the sort of 3NT contract you would be happy to bid at teams.  4s has no chance – only 8 or 9 tricks and 
nowhere promising to go for a tenth.  On the other hand, 3NT is cold on a club lead (most likely) and 50% if not 
(assuming the defence does not find a short suit diamond lead).  The auction could be 1s-2s; 3NT. 

Some common points to look out for: 
 

• Values for game are usually thin (23, 23, and 24HCP respectively); 
• The short trump hand has no ruffing value; 
• The HCP are mostly ‘fast’ or ‘sharp’ (primary cards such as Aces and Kings to take top tricks). 

 

S Q3 
H A108732 
D AJ5 
C KJ 

S J1072 
H J54 
D Q4 
C A1082 

S K8 
H Q832 
D AJ95 
C Q73 

S AJ52 
H 10764 
D KQ4 
C KJ 

Here we are likely to have enough tricks in 4H (eventually) but in danger of losing too many first – possibly two 
spades, two trumps, and a diamond.  3NT will almost always make if we have only one heart loser and will 
often make with two.  A possible sequence would be 1H-1S; 1NT(15-17)-2NT; 3NT(source of tricks). 

4H relies on only two trump losers for success (unlikely); 3NT is at worse on a finesse and will often be better.  
A possible sequence would be 1NT-3NT.  I put two 4-card majors in the responding hand to emphasise the 
point (no Stayman!) There are far clearer examples when the hand has only one: SAQ5, H10764, DKQ4, CKJ8  

S KQ105 
H A9642 
D K4 
C Q8 

S 4 
H 10753 
D AQJ5 
C KJ64 

Too many losers 

4H requires a 2-2 trump break (but has lots of tricks otherwise); 3NT is likely to make with hearts 3-1 (or even 
4-0).   The auction could go 1H-3S(splinter); 3NT.  

 

What do we find in these cases?  Some or all of the following features: 

• Weak trumps; 

• Plenty of high cards; 

• Lots of ‘slow’ or ‘soft’ values, particularly in short suits (secondary cards such as Queens and Jacks, especially holdings like Qx or KJ); 
Flat distributions or strength opposite shortage. 
 
Just because you have a 9-card (or particularly 8-card) major suit fit, do not assume that four of that major is the best game. 


