
UNDERSTANDING 

UNAUTHORISED INFORMATION FROM PARTNER 
 

Unauthorised information (UI) in bridge is, in a nutshell, 

information that you obtain but that you are not permitted to use.   

 

There are several ways in which a player can be in receipt of UI, 

but this information sheet deals specifically with the case in which 

a player receives unauthorised information from partner.  The 

relevant law is 16(B), entitled 'Extraneous Information from 

Partner'.  Let's firstly take a look at the parts of that law that 

are relevant here: 

 

1. (a) After a player makes available to his partner extraneous 

information that may suggest a call or play, as for example by a 

remark, a question, a reply to a question, an unexpected alert or 

failure to alert, or by unmistakable hesitation, unwonted speed, 

special emphasis, tone, gesture, movement, or mannerism, the partner 

may not choose from among logical alternatives one that could 

demonstrably have been suggested over another by the extraneous 

information. 

 

(b) A logical alternative action is one that, among the class of 

players in question and using the methods of the partnership, would 

be given serious consideration by a significant proportion of such 

players, of whom it is judged some might select it. 

 

and...  

 

3. When a player has substantial reason to believe that an opponent 

who had a logical alternative has chosen an action that could have 

been suggested by such information, he should summon the Director 

when play ends**. The Director shall assign an adjusted score (see 

Law 12C) if he considers that an infraction of law has resulted in 

an advantage for the offender. 

 

** it is not an infraction to call the Director earlier or later. 

 

There are many possibilities for UI in 1(a).   Here are some 

examples:   

 

 Partner's 'body language' may show you that he is surprised, 

or that he doesn't know what your last call meant. 

 It may be more blatant: partner may utter (quite improperly)  

a comment like 'Oh well, let's give it a go' and then bid a 

slam, conveying the information that it's a borderline 

choice. (This warns you to not even consider bidding a grand 

slam.)  

 Partner may fail to alert, or may explain one of your calls 

wrongly as a response to an enquiry from the opponents, 

revealing to you that he has misinterpreted your call. 

 A common situation is that partner hesitates in the bidding 

or the play, indicating to you that he had a choice.  Note, 

however, that the hesitation itself is not improper. 



 

The abovementioned cases are only a few of many possibilities, but a 

hesitation from partner is the most common of all cases of UI.    

Look carefully at the last part of 1(a).  If you have UI you 'may 

not choose from among logical alternatives one that could 

demonstrably have been suggested over another by the extraneous 

information.' 

 

Let's take a look at what this means, by using an example.   

 

Suppose you pick up the following hand, as East, with only N/S  

vulnerable: 

 

♠ 10  

♥ 7 5 3 

♦ Q J 9 8 6 5 4 

♣ J 5  

 
North opens 1H and you bid 3D, which is a weak jump overcall.  South 

bids 3H, partner passes, and North bids 3S, showing first-round 

spade control and at least mild slam interest.   You pass and South 

bids 4H, passed around to you. 

 

The bidding so far has been:  

 

N   E   S   W    

1H  3D  3H  P 

3S  P   4H  P 

P   ? 
 

You are slightly tempted to bid 5D, but of course this makes little 

sense: you will be doubled and could concede more than the value of 

the enemy game.  In any case, it would be bad bridge to bid again 

here; in general, once you have preempted, you should not bid again 

unless forced by partner.  

 

However, both pass and 5D are 'logical' actions, even though 5D is a 

little silly.  There is nothing in bridge law that prevents you from 

doing it, and if and when you find yourself having to accept a score 

of -800 against their likely 650, it will be your fault, and no 

infraction has occurred.  

 

Now let's wind back the clock to the following point:  

 

N   E   S   W    

1H  3D  3H  P 

4C  P   4H  ? 

 
Suppose, instead of passing smoothly, West hesitates for a number of 

seconds before passing.  You, East, are now in receipt of UI, 

because you know that partner was considering an action other than 

passing.   When the auction returns to you, you still have the same 

logical actions, but the situation is different.  Has one action 

been suggested over another?  Yes, it has!  Partner's hesitation 



suggests that he was considering bidding, and given that the 

opponents had considered a slam, and you have three hearts, it's 

virtually impossible that he was thinking of doubling or bidding a 

new suit.  It's fairly clear that he was considering bidding 5D.  

 

Therefore, the condition mentioned in 1(a) has occurred.  Now, the 

logical action of 5♦ has been suggested over the logical action of 

pass.  Therefore, however much you may be tempted to bid 5♦, in law 

you must pass.  

 

That was a rather long example,  but to make things simpler, a good 

way of understanding such situations is that you may not make use of 

the UI, even if you feel that you would have done it without the UI. 

 

Let's take a look at another example. 

 

You hold:  

  

♠ 10  

♥ Q J 10 7 5  

♦ K Q 9 8 6  

♣ 5 2 

 
You made a bid during the auction that shows, by agreement, 5-5 in 

the red suits, but partner explained it as showing a preempt in 

clubs.  You feel frustrated, of course, because you will now not 

discover whether you have a worthwhile sacrifice against their 

likely 4♠ game, and your side may obtain a disastrous result if 

partner insists on bidding clubs and more clubs, but you must not be 

tempted to bid again simply to try to get the message across to 

partner.  If partner bids clubs, you must interpret this in the 

normal sense - i.e. that partner has a club suit of his own that he 

wants to bid.   

 

I have heard many players, ignorant of the laws, say 'but I knew 

from partner's explanation that partner didn't know what I had, so I 

had to tell him!'  It's true that you know that partner has it 

wrong, but you may not take action based on it.  You should continue 

as though you had not heard what partner said.  Going back to the 

wording of 1(a), bidding again in such a situation is a logical 

action that could demonstrably be suggested over a pass. 

 

Here is another situation.  Your partner bids 4NT Blackwood and 

after you respond, your partner thinks for quite some time - say, 10 

seconds - before signing off in five of the agreed trump suit.  You 

clearly have UI, because partner was obviously considering bidding a 

slam.  More specifically, it's clear that the combined hands are not 

missing so many key cards as to make the slam impossible.  You have 

the high card values and key cards that you have shown, of course, 

and you feel that slam is at least a reasonable bet even though 

partner has decided to stop at the five level.  So you decide to bid 

the slam yourself after partner attempts to sign off.  In almost all 

cases, you may not do this, because bidding the slam was a logical 

action that could have been suggested (by the UI) instead of 



passing.  You would need to provide a very convincing argument to 

the Director that pass was not a logical action!      

 

 

Some points about the play of the hand  

 
As mentioned earlier in the fourth dot point and section 1(a), the 

possibility that UI may be conveyed is not restricted to the auction 

period; it can also occur during the play of the hand.   

 

Obviously, a hesitation - even a long one - by declarer is not 

improper, unless declarer is playing so slowly that he is taking up 

an unfair amount of time, or he hesitates to deliberately mislead 

the opponents (such as hesitating with a singleton in his hand), 

which is improper.  Declarer can never impart any UI to dummy!     

 

A hesitation in the play by a defender, however, can reveal 

information to partner.  If your partner hesitates, it tells you 

that partner had a choice of cards to play.  This does happen 

frequently, and understandably in most cases, at the bridge table.  

As with bidding, a hesitation itself is not improper.  Again, the 

onus is on partner to do the right thing, as explained in the 

bidding scenarios above.  

 

As an example that can occur during the play, suppose dummy holds a 

small doubleton in a side suit in which you have only spot cards.  

Declarer leads that suit from dummy and partner thinks for several 

seconds before playing low.  Declarer wins the trick with the King.   

 

In this scenario you know that partner was thinking of an 

alternative card to play.  It could be that he was considering 

whether to split honours holding QJx(x...), but it is more likely 

that he holds the Ace.  In either case, you have UI.  A later play 

by you, relying on partner holding the Ace of that suit when another 

logical line of defence existed, is the same type of situation as 

selecting one call over another during the auction, as described 

above.  

 

Of course, if you have the information that partner holds the Ace 

for a genuine bridge reason, there is no problem.  Suppose, for 

example, that declarer opened 1NT (15-18), and once you saw that 

King, you had already seen 15 high card points from declarer's hand.  

The Ace would give him an original count of 19, so you know 

legitimately that your partner has it.  Or perhaps earlier in the 

play, partner has made a clear discard encouraging a lead of that 

suit, and you deduced that he was likely to hold the Ace.  In these 

situations, there is no problem!  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



A common situation involving an ace is the following:  

 

 

       Dummy  

 

       ♥ 986 

You  

 

♥ KQJ2 

 
Declarer leads a low heart from hand and you play the Jack.  Partner 

plays the Ace on your Jack, and switches to another suit.   

 

What is really going on?  Did partner overtake your Jack 

deliberately in order to switch to a particular suit, or was partner 

dealt a singleton Ace?   You can't be 100% sure. 

 

But suppose partner, on winning the Ace, sighs and says 'Sorry, 

partner!' and partner's body language makes it clear that he had no 

choice. (Many players do this, and it is quite improper.)  You now 

know for sure that partner was dealt the singleton Ace.  You are not 

prevented from deducing that the Ace was singleton for a genuine 

bridge reason, but if you later choose one logical line of defence, 

based on the now certain knowledge obtained from partner's comments 

or actions that he held a singleton Ace, over another standout line, 

this is improper.   

 

 

 

What the Laws do not say 

 
Many players who are vaguely aware of the laws concerning UI have 

been known to misinterpret them as saying that the partner of a 

hesitator must pass.  This is wrong.  If pass is not a logical 

action, the hesitation does not force you to pass.   

 

Suppose as West you pick up, not vulnerable against vulnerable:  

 

♠ 10  

♥ K 3 

♦ 7    

♣ K Q J 10 9 6 5 3 2  

 

and the bidding proceeds:  

 

N   E   S   W    

1H  P* 4H   ? 
*after several seconds' hesitation  

 

5♣ is clear here; there is no other logical action, especially as 

you can see that even when doubled, 5♣ will cost no more than 500 
points against their likely 620 or 650.  You do not need to pass on 

this hand even though partner has hesitated, because the hesitation 

itself did not suggest a bid of 5♣ over a pass.  



 

   

Unauthorised Information (UI) -Summary  
 
You are permitted to take actions in the bidding and the play based 

on legitimate information that you have received from the calls and 

plays.  You may not take a logical action instead of another if such 

action can be suggested by UI - a hesitation, the manner in which a 

call or play was made, or by gestures, comments, etc.  If you do, it 

is quite improper and the Director may award an adjusted score to 

restore equity.  It is also improper, of course, for partner to have 

conveyed this information through certain actions.  Note that a 

hesitation itself is not improper — players are allowed to think — 

but you may put pressure on partner by doing so.  

 

Players should ensure that they avoid giving away UI, and should as 

far as possible make all calls and plays in an even tempo.  

Sometimes UI is given because of a response to an opponent's 

question, but you must always avoid choosing a logical action over 

another based on any UI that you receive.   

 

Wherever possible, think carefully in advance what you will do in 

the bidding or play, and bid or play as smoothly as possible to 

avoid giving away UI.  This also benefits your side in general: you 

also avoid giving away information to the opponents, who are 

entitled to make use of it (although at their own risk).   

 

 

Here are a few points to remember that will help to avoid UI 

situations:  

 

 Avoid making any reaction, comment, etc., during the bidding 

or when defending. (Such an action by declarer is not 

specifically improper unless intended to deceive an opponent.)  

 Know your system, so that explanations are correct.  

 NEVER respond to an opponent's question about your partner's 

call by saying 'I'm taking it as...' or similar wording.  If 

you don't know, state that you don't know, or that there is no 

agreement.    

 Plan in advance what your next bid will be, depending on what 

happens during the bidding. 

 Plan the play in defence so that you know in advance what you 

will do if declarer or partner leads or plays a certain card, 

and do it smoothly. 
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