Winning With Wimpy
A form of scoring that, until recently, you could probably only find at North American Championships is IMP Pairs.  Many players are confused by the scoring, and many more don’t fully understand the strategy. Make no mistake; if computers had been around 60 years ago, it’s very likely that there might be no such thing as Matchpoint duplicate scoring. As a scoring system, Matchpoints rewards bids and plays which are questionable, while often penalizing expert technique.  Imp Pair scoring is quite a bit different. A zero is not a zero, and a top is not a top.  Although on the vast majority of hands, the number of imps won or lost is usually 6 or less, it’s possible to win or lose over 20 imps on a single hand. 

Let’s look at how Imp Pair scoring works. For the sake of uniformity, we’ll assume that a board is played 13 times. (At Matchpoints, that would be the normal 12 top).  Thus, there will be 13 scores.   The scores are totaled, and then divided by the number of times the board was played. Usually, the highest and lowest scores are ignored, so that one extreme result won’t affect the average too severely. This produces an average or “datum” for the board. If everyone bid and made 3NT vulnerable, then the datum score would be 600. If perhaps two pairs failed to bid the game, the datum score would be about 560.  Each pair’s result on a board is compared to the datum score, and converted to imps – just like you would in a team game. In the example above, the 11 pairs who bid game would each score (+ 1) imp (600 – 560 = 40 = 1 imp), while the two pairs that didn’t get to game would each score (– 9) imps (560 – 150 = 410 = 9 imps).

Obviously, the highest scores on a board will score best at either form of scoring. The strategy difference however is considerable. At Matchpoint scoring, contracts must be consistently put at risk for overtricks, if they are likely. At Imp Pairs, there is almost no reward for overtricks, so declarer simply has to insure making his contract.  The highest rewards at Imp Pairs come from bidding (and making) your games when you can. 

It may sound like Imp Pairs is an easier game. Well, in many respects, it is.  There is little need for part-score battles over an extra 10 points.  You don’t need to double the opponents to protect against the +110 or +140 score you expected. If you can beat them down one for +100, it is the same score. Even if they aren’t vulnerable, the difference between +50 and +110 is only 2 imps.  Imp Pairs rewards different skills. The best scores aren’t achieved by “swindling” the opponents out of an overtrick, or bidding No Trump to get that extra 10 points. Instead, the best scores are attained by bidding your games, defeating the opponents when possible, and making your contracts!  Let’s look at two examples, and see how the scoring is different:

	Contract
	 By
	Result
	  + 
	 -
	Mtchpts
	   Imps

	   3Dx
	NS
	 D 1
	 
	200
	12
	    + 4

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	9
	    + 1

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	9
	    + 1

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	9
	    + 1

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	9
	    + 1

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	9
	    + 1

	   3D
	NS
	 D 1
	 
	100
	4.5
	    + 1

	   3D
	NS
	 D 1
	 
	100
	4.5
	    + 1

	   3D
	NS
	 D 1
	 
	100
	4.5
	    + 1

	   3D
	NS
	 D 1
	 
	100
	4.5
	    + 1

	   3H
	EW
	 D 1
	100
	 
	1
	    - 5

	   3H
	EW
	 D 1
	100
	 
	1
	    - 5

	   3H
	EW
	 D 1
	100
	 
	1
	    - 5

	
	
	
	
	
	Datum = 70 EW


Here is a typical Matchpoint part-score battle. Everybody Vul as E-W stop in 2H and N-S usually judge to not let them play there.  One E-W pairs doubles 3D, Four pass, Three choose to bid 3H (going down) and five are allowed to play 2H.  All of the N-S pairs who allowed E-W to play 2H got their deserved poor score. Once N-S bid 3D, the E-W MP pairs were doomed to a below average result unless they risked a double. This time, the risk paid off.  Note that at Imp Pair scoring, there was no difference whatsoever between +100 and +110. They all scored one Imp. The pair that risked the double got an extra 3 Imps for their trouble. Only the pairs who chose to go minus (by bidding 3H instead of going plus) were hurt badly.

	Contract
	 By
	Result
	  + 
	  -
	Mtchpts
	   Imps

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	10
	    + 4

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	10
	    + 4

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	10
	    + 4

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	10
	    + 4

	   2H
	EW
	 M 2 
	 
	110
	10
	    + 4

	   3H
	EW
	 D 1
	100
	 
	6
	    - 2

	   3H
	EW
	 D 1
	100
	 
	6
	    - 2

	   3H
	EW
	 D 1
	100
	 
	6
	    - 2

	   3D
	NS
	 M 3
	110
	 
	2.5
	    - 2

	   3D
	NS
	 M 3
	110
	 
	2.5
	    - 2

	   3D
	NS
	 M 3
	110
	 
	2.5
	    - 2

	   3D
	NS
	 M 3
	110
	 
	2.5
	    - 2

	   3Dx
	NS
	 M 3
	670
	 
	0
	   - 12

	
	
	
	
	
	Datum = 30 NS


The same hand as before, but this time both contracts of 2H and 3D could make. (Ever hear of The Law of Total Tricks?) The N-S pairs who went minus when they could have gone plus are heavily penalized at both forms of scoring. At MPs, the E-W pairs are penalized for not doubling 3H, because they could have made 3D. At Imps, both 3H (down one), and 3D (making 3), score identically: (- 2).  This time, the pair that risked it all by doubling 3D didn’t do so well.  Note that at MP scoring, doubling was only 3 MPs worse than passing. At Imp scoring however, it was a disaster. Instead of going -2, they went -12. 
Overall, the game is far more forgiving for the average player than Matchpoints. The decisions tend to be less critical, and so long as you avoid extreme positions, good play will usually triumph. As long as you bid your games and slams, you should score well. Doubling close part scores is both unnecessary and ill advised. Next time, I’ll examine how playing (and defending) a hand at Imp Pairs differs from Matchpoints. 
