
How to Play Bridge, the Complete Beginner's Guide:

Master Rules, Strategy and Flow of Play for this Card Game

Taylor Smith

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2025 by Taylor Smith

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording or other electronic or mechanical means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher/author at the following address: jb.business.online@gmail.com.

Table of Contents

Introduction....................................................................4

Chapter 1: The Basics of Bridge..................................................6

Chapter 2: Setup and Terminology...............................................10

Chapter 3: The Mechanics of Play...............................................13

Chapter 4: Introduction to Bidding................................................17

Chapter 5: Opening Bids........................................................21

Chapter 6: Responding to an Opening Bid........................................26

Chapter 7: Bidding Conventions (Beginner Level)..................................31

Chapter 8: Competitive Bidding..................................................36

Chapter 9: The Role of the Declarer..............................................40

Chapter 10: The Role of the Defense.............................................43

Chapter 11: Playing in No-Trump Contracts.......................................46

Chapter 12: Playing in Suit Contracts.............................................49

Chapter 13: Understanding Scoring..............................................52

Chapter 14: Strategic Thinking...................................................56

Chapter 15: Practice Hands and Analysis.........................................59

Appendix A: Glossary of Bridge Terms............................................62

Appendix B: Quick Reference Bidding Summary...................................64

Appendix C: Sample Score Sheets...............................................65

Appendix D: Bridge Conventions Overview........................................65

Appendix E: FAQ for Beginners..................................................66

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Introduction

[image: ]


What is Bridge?

Bridge is a four-player card game played in two partnerships, with partners sitting opposite each other at the table. It is part of the “trick-taking” family of card games, which means players play one card each in a round (called a “trick”), and the highest card wins. Bridge is unique because it combines elements of strategy, communication, memory, and logic into one dynamic and intellectually rewarding experience.

The game is played in two main phases: bidding and play. In the bidding phase, players communicate information about their hands to their partners using a standardized language of bids. The goal is to determine the best possible “contract,” or final bid, that one partnership will try to make. In the play phase, players work to win as many tricks as possible and fulfill the contract. One player (the declarer) plays both their hand and their partner’s (the dummy), while the opposing pair works together on defense.

Bridge can be played casually at home, socially in clubs, or competitively in tournaments, both in person and online.

Why Play Bridge?

Bridge offers endless opportunities for learning and improvement. Unlike many games that rely heavily on luck, bridge rewards skill, careful planning, and clear thinking. Every deal presents a new puzzle to solve. The bidding challenges you to communicate precisely with your partner, and the play tests your ability to plan ahead and adapt to surprises.

Here are some compelling reasons to play bridge:

	Endless variety: No two deals are the same, offering new situations every time you play.

	Lifelong learning: Whether you’re new or experienced, there’s always something to discover or improve.

	Accessible to all: Bridge can be played by people of all ages and physical abilities.

	A balanced challenge: Bridge is both logical and creative, combining left-brain and right-brain thinking.


The Social and Mental Benefits

Bridge is more than just a card game, it’s a tool for social connection and mental fitness. Research has shown that playing bridge can help keep the mind sharp and reduce the risk of cognitive decline. It encourages memory, reasoning, problem-solving, and concentration.

Socially, bridge offers:

	Community: Whether at a club or online, bridge connects you with people of all backgrounds.

	Teamwork: Success depends on cooperation and trust between partners.

	Friendly competition: From casual home games to international tournaments, there’s a place for every level of interest.
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What is a Trick-Taking Game?

Bridge is part of a family of card games known as trick-taking games. In these games, players take turns playing one card each in a round, called a trick. The player who plays the highest-ranking card in the correct suit (or the highest trump card, if trumps are in play) wins that trick.

Here’s how a trick works:

	One player leads a card (plays the first card of the trick).

	The other three players, in clockwise order, must play a card of the same suit if they have one. This is called following suit.

	If a player cannot follow suit, they may play any card, including a card from the trump suit (if there is one).

	The trick is won by the highest card in the suit that was led, unless a trump card is played. In that case, the highest trump card wins.


Bridge adds complexity to this basic structure by introducing a bidding phase before play begins, in which players decide whether there will be a trump suit and how many tricks their partnership will try to win.

The Four Players and Partnerships

Bridge is always played by four players sitting at a square table. The players are referred to by compass directions:

	North (N)

	South (S)

	East (E)

	West (W)


The players form two partnerships:

	North and South are partners.

	East and West are partners.


Partners sit opposite each other, and the game is played in a clockwise direction. Because bridge is a partnership game, communication and cooperation are essential, but only through legal means, such as the bidding system and the play of the cards.

The 52-Card Deck and Suits

Bridge is played with a standard 52-card deck, without jokers. The cards are divided into four suits, each containing 13 cards:

	Spades (♠) – usually considered the highest-ranking suit in bridge

	Hearts (♥)

	Diamonds (♦)

	Clubs (♣) – usually considered the lowest-ranking suit


Each suit has the same ranking order, from highest to lowest:
Ace (A), King (K), Queen (Q), Jack (J), 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2
In bridge, the order of the suits from highest to lowest (for bidding purposes) is:
Spades > Hearts > Diamonds > Clubs
During the play of a hand, the suit that was led usually determines which card wins, unless there is a trump suit, which can override the normal suit rankings.

The Objective of the Game

The main goal in bridge is to win as many tricks as possible, based on the outcome of the bidding. The game is divided into two key phases:

	The Bidding Phase: Players take turns making bids, which are promises to win a certain number of tricks. Each bid includes a number (how many tricks above six the partnership will take) and a suit (or No Trump if there is no trump suit). The highest bid becomes the contract, and the player who first mentioned the winning suit becomes the declarer.

	The Play Phase: The declarer's partnership tries to win at least the number of tricks promised in the contract, while the opposing partnership tries to stop them.


For example, if the final contract is 3♠, the declarer's side must win 9 tricks (6 + 3) with spades as trump. If they succeed, they score points. If they fail, the defenders score instead.

The side that fulfills its contract earns points based on the number of tricks and the suit chosen. The defenders try to prevent this and earn penalties when the contract fails.
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Before diving into the rules and strategies of bridge, it’s essential to understand how the game is set up and to become familiar with common terms that appear throughout play. In this chapter, we’ll cover player positions, how the deal works, and key bridge vocabulary that will help you follow the game confidently.

North-South vs East-West

Partners sit opposite each other. For example, North and South are teammates and sit across from one another. During a hand, one partnership will become the declaring side, while the other becomes the defending side.

Dealer and Rotation

At the start of each hand, one player is chosen as the dealer. The dealer role rotates clockwise after each hand.

The dealer has the following responsibilities:

	Shuffles and deals the cards (in casual play).

	Starts the bidding by making the first bid or passing.


Each player receives 13 cards, and the bidding proceeds clockwise around the table, starting with the dealer. The order of play and bidding continues in a clockwise rotation. After the cards are dealt and the bidding concludes, one player becomes the declarer, and play begins.

Common Terms in Bridge

Here are some essential terms you’ll encounter in nearly every game of bridge:

	Trick: A unit of play consisting of four cards, one from each player. The highest card in the correct suit (or highest trump card) wins the trick.

	Trump: A designated suit that beats all other suits during the play of the hand. If spades are trump, for example, any spade will beat a card from another suit, even if that card is higher. If there is no trump suit, the hand is played in No Trump (NT).

	Bidding: The auction that takes place before the cards are played. Players use bids to describe their hands and attempt to arrive at the best contract for their side.

	Contract: The final winning bid at the end of the bidding phase. It specifies how many tricks the declaring side promises to take and in which suit (or in No Trump). For example, a contract of 4♥ means the declaring side must win 10 tricks with hearts as trump.

	Declarer: The player from the declaring partnership who first mentioned the suit (or No Trump) of the final contract. This player will play both their own cards and those of their partner (the dummy).

	Dummy: The partner of the declarer. After the opening lead is made, the dummy’s cards are laid face up on the table, and the declarer plays both hands.

	Opening Lead: The first card played after the bidding ends, made by the player to the left of the declarer. This sets the tone for the play of the hand.

	Defenders: The two players from the non-declaring side. Their goal is to prevent the declarer from fulfilling the contract by winning as many tricks as possible.

	High Card Points (HCP): A point system used during bidding to evaluate the strength of a hand. Aces count as 4 points, kings as 3, queens as 2, and jacks as 1.

	Game: A contract that earns a bonus if fulfilled—specifically, bidding and making at least 3NT, 4♥, 4♠, 5♦, or 5♣. Contracts below this level are called part-scores.


These are the foundational terms and roles you’ll see throughout the game. Understanding them will help you follow bidding conversations, card play, and scoring as we move deeper into how bridge works.
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Bridge is a game that flows through four major steps in each hand: the deal, the bidding phase, the play of the hand, and scoring. In this chapter, you’ll learn how these phases work and how they connect to each other. Once you understand the mechanics, you’ll have a solid foundation for learning the strategies that make bridge so exciting.

The Deal

At the start of each hand, one player is designated as the dealer. The role of the dealer rotates clockwise after each hand. Here’s how the deal works:

	A standard 52-card deck is shuffled.

	The dealer distributes 13 cards to each player, one at a time, in clockwise order.

	Each player arranges their cards in hand, often sorted by suit and rank.


Now that everyone has their cards, the game moves into the bidding phase.

Bidding Phase

The bidding phase (also called the auction) is where the players compete to determine the contract, a declaration of how many tricks one partnership will try to win, and in what suit (or in No Trump). The bidding also reveals important information about each player’s hand. Here’s how it works:

	The dealer starts the bidding and has three options: bid, pass, or double.

	The bidding continues clockwise, with each player choosing to bid higher, pass, double, or redouble.

	Each bid consists of a number (7 through 13 tricks total, which is 1 to 7 over the required book of 6 tricks) and a denomination (clubs, diamonds, hearts, spades, or No Trump). 	Example: A bid of 2♠ means the partnership will try to take 8 tricks with spades as trump.



	The auction ends after three consecutive passes following a bid.


At the end of the bidding:

	The final bid becomes the contract.

	The player who first mentioned the suit or No Trump of the final contract becomes the declarer.

	The player to the left of the declarer makes the opening lead.

	The declarer’s partner becomes the dummy and will place their hand face-up after the lead.


Playing the Hand

The play begins after the opening lead is made. The dummy’s cards are laid face up on the table, and the declarer plays both their own hand and the dummy’s hand. Each trick is played as follows:

	One player leads a card (plays the first card of the trick).

	The other players, in clockwise order, must follow suit (play a card in the same suit if possible).

	If a player cannot follow suit, they may play any card.

	The highest card in the suit led wins the trick—unless a trump card is played, in which case the highest trump wins.


Trick play continues until all 13 tricks have been played. The declarer’s goal is to win at least the number of tricks promised in the contract. The defenders’ goal is to stop them. During the play:

	The dummy does not make decisions. The declarer chooses the cards to play from both hands.

	The defenders can signal information to each other by the way they play their cards, within legal limits.


Scoring

After the hand is completed, the result is scored. Scoring in bridge depends on whether the declarer’s side makes or fails to make the contract. 

If the contract is successful:

	The declarer’s side earns points for each trick over six that was promised in the contract.

	Bonuses are given for bidding and making a game, slam, or grand slam.

	Extra bonuses may apply for bidding at the vulnerable level.


If the contract is not successful:

	The defending side earns penalty points based on how many tricks the declarer fell short by.


Here's a simplified summary:

	Tricks 1–6 don’t count for scoring (they’re expected).

	The scoring starts from trick 7 (the first "trick above book").

	The number of points depends on: 	The level of the contract (1 to 7)

	The denomination (clubs, diamonds, hearts, spades, or No Trump)

	Whether the declaring side was vulnerable or not vulnerable




There are two common scoring systems:

	Rubber Bridge: Used in social play, where teams aim to win two games.

	Duplicate Bridge: Used in clubs and tournaments, where the same hands are played at multiple tables and scores are compared.
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The heart of bridge lies in its bidding system. While many card games involve playing tricks, what sets bridge apart is the auction, or bidding phase, that happens before the cards are played. In this chapter, you’ll learn what bidding is, why it matters, and how the process works.

What Is Bidding?

Bidding is the process where all four players take turns describing their hands using a standardized system of spoken bids. The goal of bidding is to decide how many tricks one partnership will try to win and in which suit (or in No Trump) they want to play.

Each bid communicates specific information:

	The strength of the player’s hand (based on high card points)

	The distribution of suits

	Possible fit with partner’s hand


Bidding is not random guessing. It’s a silent conversation between partners using an agreed system. Each bid gives clues about a player’s cards, and each response helps partners find the best final contract.

Purpose and Structure

The purpose of bidding is to:

	Exchange information with your partner about the strength and shape of your hand.

	Find the best contract, where your partnership has the best chance to win enough tricks.

	Compete with the opponents, who are trying to do the same.


A contract consists of:

	A level (from 1 to 7), which refers to how many tricks above six your partnership promises to win.

	A denomination, which can be a trump suit (♣ ♦ ♥ ♠) or No Trump.


So, a bid of 3♥ means the partnership is committing to win 9 tricks (6 + 3) with hearts as trump. The possible denominations, ranked from lowest to highest in bidding, are:

	Clubs (♣)

	Diamonds (♦)

	Hearts (♥)

	Spades (♠)

	No Trump (NT)


This ranking affects how bids are ordered—2♦ is a higher bid than 1♠, and 3NT is higher than 3♠.

Overview of the Auction Process

	Starting the Auction 	The dealer begins the bidding and can either: 	Make a bid (e.g., 1♣)

	Say “Pass” if they don’t want to bid



	Bidding continues clockwise around the table.



	Making a Bid 	A bid must be higher than the previous one, either in level or denomination.

	Example: After 1♦, a player may bid 1♥ (a higher-ranking suit) or 2♣ (a higher level).

	Players can also double (if opponents have bid) or redouble (if their side has been doubled).



	Ending the Auction 	The bidding ends when three consecutive players pass after a bid.

	The final bid becomes the contract.

	The player who first mentioned the suit or No Trump of the final contract becomes the declarer.

	The player to the left of the declarer makes the opening lead.



	The Dummy is Revealed 	After the opening lead, the declarer’s partner places their cards face up on the table.

	The declarer now plays both their own hand and the dummy’s.




A Sample Auction

Let’s look at a simple example of bidding:

	Player Number

	Bid


	North 

	1NT


	East

	Pass


	South 

	3NT


	West 

	Pass


	North 

	Pass


	East

	Pass



	North opened with 1NT (showing 15–17 points and a balanced hand).

	South, holding enough strength for game, jumped directly to 3NT.

	The final contract is 3NT, and North becomes the declarer.


Summary

The bidding phase is more than just choosing a contract. It’s a structured conversation that lays the groundwork
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