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Introduction


Setback is a card game that I learned literally at my father’s knee.  When I was a little boy in Hartford, Connecticut, my father occasionally invited his buddies to our house for an evening of cigars, beer, and vigorously contested Setback.  The players grumbled a bit but would let me watch as long as I remained quiet — or until they wanted to discuss matters not for a youngster’s ears.  So I learned Setback early and have played it ever since.  It is a great game: fast, challenging, and fun.  It is also a vigorous test of character and intelligence, including one’s abilities to assess fast-breaking situations, tolerate risk, calculate risk-benefit ratios, and think quickly.  I have taught Setback to countless people, including my brother Jack, both my children, both my grandchildren, and many friends.  I am delighted that so many of them have developed a deep appreciation for the game.  It is for all of them that I have written this paper.


I have never seen a paper about Setback, so I am herein remedying that deficit.  My intent is not to teach the game to novices, but rather to share with people who already know the game some thoughts and ideas that they may not have considered.  This paper assumes that readers already know Setback and its terms.


Setback may be played cutthroat or in teams.  However, in cutthroat games all the other players oppose the outnumbered (except in two-handed Setback) bidder, forcing a conservative, defensive style of play that reduces the roles of skill and knowledge.  Most Setback aficionados consider the four-player, two-team game to be far and away the best configuration.  It is about this configuration, which is a game I love, that I write.

The Four-Player, Two-Team Game of Setback
  Overview


Four-player, two-team Setback is a game that focuses on managing risk, and a Setback player’s success relates primarily to how well she handles risk.  Risk management centers primarily on the bidding auction, where in exchange for the great benefit of being able to name the trump suit, the bidder takes the risk of contracting to win a particular number of points.  In Setback, risk-benefit analysis is always center stage.


There are many ways to win in Setback, but just two ways to lose.  The most common way to lose is for players to bid insufficiently high, thereby losing too many bidding auctions.  The other way, conversely, is for players to bid too high and fail to fulfill the bid contract, thereby getting “set-back.”  Although Setback severely punishes players whose bidding reach exceeds their grasp, players who consistently bid too conservatively to capture the bidding auction usually lose, too.  Finding the zone between bidding high enough to win the auction, yet not so high as to exceed a reasonable chance of making the bid, is the essential dynamic of Setback.  Think of moths playing around a candle: the one who gets hottest without burning up wins.


Setback is not a difficult game to learn and play, and I have seen one precocious five-year-old
 play a creditable game.  After all, each player makes at most only six decisions per hand: what to bid and five choices (potentially) about which card to play.  But, because only 46% of the card deck is dealt in Setback, there are few absolutes in bidding or playing the hand.  The probabilistic nature of Setback is at once its challenge and its charm.

  Bidding


The art of bidding in Setback, as often in life, is to find the line between enough and too much.  By bidding high enough to win the bidding auction, the bidder gains the advantage of naming the trump suit.  But bidding too high brings the bidder the disadvantage of being set-back.  Naming the trump suit is indeed a great advantage: the large preponderance of bids that win the bidding auction succeed, and generally about two-thirds of these make three points.
  But getting set-back has severe point-spread consequences.  For example, if a team bids 3 and fails to win three points while the opponents win one point, the outcome is seven points worse than if the team had made its 3-bid and even one point worse than if the opponents had bid and made 3.  Moreover, getting set can drive a team’s score in the “hole,”
 which removes the smudge
 option.


Bidding is arguably the heart of Setback.  Data analysis reveals that, when playing with excellent players, it is unusual to win a game without capturing the bidding auction more than half the time.  What makes the bidding process difficult is that the deck is never completely dealt, bidding is finished in a single round, and a bidder never knows either the cards that would oppose her should she capture the bidding auction or the cards her partner holds in support.  Adding to the difficulty is that bidding in Setback is frequently score-dependent.  For example, as one’s team falls behind and the opposing team closes in on winning, a hand that might justify a 2-bid in less urgent times may be asked to support a higher bid and, therefore, incur a higher risk of being set-back.  Another example: bidding 2 on a singleton (“bare”) ace often succeeds in winning two points to the opponents’ one.  However, although the operation may succeed, the patient will die if the opponents’ score is 10 and the bidding team’s score is less than 9.


Unlike Bridge, another bidding and trump game reputed to be in the same family as Setback, each player bids just once in a hand.  With a single bidding opportunity, Setback does not support “bidding conventions,” a euphemism for encoded bidding protocols that enable a player legally to convey to her partner (and everyone else) specific information about her hand.  The intent of a bidding convention is to enable a team to converge on its optimum bid.  In Setback, conveying information about one’s hand to a partner during bidding is called “cheating.”
  A bid in Setback informs the other players about the bidder’s assessment of her hand’s strength within the context of the score, nothing more.  However, a bid may be a ruse: a “come-on” or an attempt to push opponents into bidding higher than what is comfortable.  The bid says little about the bidder’s cards, so there is no convention of encoded information associated with it.  In Bridge, communication during the bidding auction is much greater than in Setback.  In Bridge everyone gets to see the bidder’s partner’s hand (the “dummy”), and the bidder plays it as her own without further need of her partner, whose job is to sit and look interested.  In Setback, the bidder never knows what her partner holds and must rely on her partner to play her own hand.  Setback remains a team game throughout, with communication restricted to bids offered and cards played.


Determining how much to bid requires considering many things.  Of course, the hand and the score are paramount, but the bid offeror must also consider her partner’s bid, either already offered or to follow; the opponents’ bids; her own and her partner’s skill in bidding and playing-out; and the skill and steadiness under pressure of the opposition.  Almost all bidding auctions are won by 2- and 3-bids.  So the first player to bid has a big advantage, and the first player to bid 3 almost always wins the auction.


When bidding, a player should have an idea about which points she has a chance of making.  She may only say “2,” but she should have some idea of which two points.  When bidding 2 on a bare ace (sometimes called bidding 2 on “an ace and a partner”), the bidder counts on making High and whatever other goodie the first trick may serendipitously bring her, such as Jack or Low.  Even a partner’s ten on the first trick yields at least 14 Game points, and Game usually goes to the team that collects at least 19 Game points
 of the 80 possible.  But a handful of cards in the same suit may not translate into a bid.  Consider someone bidding 2 on 98765.  Which two does the bidder think she has a chance of making?


All points count equally but are not equally made.  The ace of trump makes High effortlessly, but a team must be dealt it.  High by definition is the only single-card point that cannot be captured.  Jack and Low are the single-card points that can be captured.  Jack, the only Setback point that is absolute, is the more difficult point to capture if an opponent is holding it, because Jack itself has considerable trick-capturing power.  Because it sits at the bottom of the trump food-chain, Low is much easier to capture but more difficult to “make” if it is in your hand, unless you have a lot of trump.  Because by definition every other trump can capture it, making Low sometimes requires considerable skill.  And making Game, which is collected rather than captured and which is the only point that is almost never a single card
, is usually a hand-long struggle.

The most desirable point for the bidder to have in her hand is High, because of its strength.  Leading her putative High on the first trick often captures a singleton Jack, trey, or deuce while retaining control for the bidder so she can pull trump again on the second trick, if she desires.  All bidders are delighted to have the ace of trump, which is automatically High, but many bidders considerably underestimate the probabilities that their suit-high king, queen, or jack may be High — or that their partner may have High.  At the start of the bidding auction, the probabilities that the bidding team has High when the bidder has a high trump of king, queen, or jack are, respectively, 0.74, 0.54, and 0.39.
  Underestimating these probabilities sets in motion a train whose coal car is loss of bidding auction and whose caboose is loss of game.


In Setback there is one perfect hand — AKQJT9
 — but no guarantee that a player who is dealt it will be able to capture the bid (unless she’s the dealer)!  All other hands are problematic to some degree.  And so, the counterintuitive truth follows that every hand has some probability of making 4 in each of its suits!  Although the probability is very small, even a bare deuce can make smudge if it happens to be in a suit in which the partner is strong and Jack has been dealt, or the opposition is void and the partner has the Jack.  Data reveal that about two-thirds of all hands yield the bid auction winners three points, regardless of whether they bid 2, 3, or 4.  This will perk up the ears of players who understand the importance of winning the bidding auction.


Looking at Setback mathematically, a team’s win rate depends only on its bidding auction win rate (the ratio of the number of bidding auctions it wins to the number of hands played), its bid set-back rate (the ratio of the number of its bids that are set to the number of bidding auctions it wins), and the opponents’ set-back rate.  A team can usually increase its game win rate by:

· Increasing its auction win rate without increasing its set-back rate (but this requires an increase in playing-out skill)

· Lowering its set-back rate without decreasing its auction win rate (this also requires an increase in playing-out skill)

· Increasing its auction win rate even if its set-back rate increases

Since an experienced team has a fixed skill level, only the last option is available to it.  So, to find the key to winning more Setback games, we must examine the nature of the relationship between auction win rate and game win rate, and adjust our bidding approach accordingly.


Usually a team that increases its auction win rate to somewhat more than 0.500 experiences a rise in set-back rate accompanied by an increase in game win rate — it gets set-back more but wins more games.  This is probably due to two phenomena already noted: most 2-bids make 3, and 3-bids usually win the bidding auction.
  To illustrate this point, consider Team A and Team B playing a game very similar to Setback — “Simplified Setback.”  In Simplified Setback, all bids are 3, successful bids always make three points, and defenders always make one point when they set the other team.

Two teams are playing Simplified Setback.  Team A has an auction win rate of 0.500 and a set-back rate of 0.180.  Team B also has an auction win rate of 0.500, of course, but a set-back rate of 0.150.  All other things being equal, this means that both teams are equally skilled in bidding, but that Team B is considerably more skillful than Team A at playing-out.  As expected, over the long haul Team A has the short end of the stick, with a win rate of 0.476.

However, suppose Team A increases its auction win rate by 10% to 0.550, accepting a concomitant 11% increase in set-back rate to 0.200 — this means that 40% of its additional bids are set.  Although Team A’s more aggressive bidding results in decreasing the points it makes per bid, Team A’s long term win rate rises to 0.501 over a team that plays better.


How much bidding before aggressiveness becomes recklessness in Simplified Setback?  Studies indicate that a set-back rate in excess of 0.200 (one bid in five) is probably counterproductive.
  How little bidding before conservatism becomes catatonia?  A set-back rate less than 0.167 (one bid in six) is probably too low to win many games against a good team.  That is, getting set once per six or more contracts is too infrequent, but getting set once per five or fewer contracts is too often.  It appears that getting set twice per eleven contracts is just about right in Simplified Setback.


Back in the world of real Setback, at the start of the bidding the main probability to remember is that any particular card not in one’s hand has a 0.39 (18 chances out of 46) probability of being in someone else’s hand.  Considering bidding 3 on Kxx and wondering what the probability is that the ace is out?  0.39.  Considering smudging on AKQ and hoping that Jack has been dealt?  0.39.  And 0.26 (2/3 of 0.39) — one hand in every four — is the probability that your opponents have the card of interest.


There are times when a 0.39 chance is good enough.  Consider a game in which the score is 8 - 5 against the dealer’s team.  The other team, which is comprised of two conservative bidders, has offered a bid of 3.  The dealer holds AKQ.  She assesses that there is better than a 0.90 probability that the opponents will make their 3-bid, if she allows that bid to win the auction.  This, of course, also means that they have more than a 0.90 probability of winning the game, since their score is 8.  Even though she does not hold Jack to go with her AKQ, she has a little less than a 0.39 chance of making a smudge bid.
  But the choice here is clear: the dealer should bid smudge, even though she does not hold Jack.


There is one situation in which underbidding is the proper strategy: when a bidder has a hand that is very strong in at least three suits.  Here a 2-bid is appropriate, for the bidder is hoping to be overbid.  If her partner should overbid her, then she can provide superb backing.  But if an opponent overbids her “come-on” bid, the opponents will be unlikely to make their bid.  And, if no one overbids her, then she has stolen the auction with a mere 2-bid.


In contradistinction to playing-out the hand, which is primarily an intellectual skill that may be learned well over time, bidding reflects a player’s judgment and character and her comfort level in accepting risk.  These are significant personality characteristics.  I can get a pretty accurate read of people after playing Setback with them for a while.

  Playing-out the Hand


Some say that winning the bidding auction is easy, that the hard part is making what has been bid.
  Clearly one without the other is insufficient.  Playing-out the hand is less probabilistic and more deterministic than bidding; the best way to play most hands ordinarily does not vary with either score or bid.  But it is also more open for review: errors made playing-out are much more visible than bidding errors, especially underbidding errors.


The easiest hands for the bidder to play are ace-, king-, and queen-high bids.  In these cases, the bidder should play her highest card first, for nice things can happen on the first trick.  Players with a singleton Jack or deuce must donate them, and one’s partner contributes to the cause if possible.  It is not unusual for an ace- or king-high 2-bid to be made on the first trick, and sometimes both Jack and deuce fall.  Even a bare ace 2-bid often succeeds.  How about a bare king 2-bid?  At the start of a hand, the probability that the ace is out against the bidder is 2/3 of 0.39 or 0.26.  So a bare king 2-bid is about ¾ (= 1 – 0.26) as likely to succeed as a bare ace 2-bid.


The hardest thing for new and mid-level players to learn is to protect against an opponent trumping-in with Low.  Having taken the first trick of an A7 2-bid, especially if the 3 or 4 or 5 of trump has fallen, the inexperienced player often tries to save her last trump for a later Game-rich trick and leads a non-trump on the second trick.  Unless the bidder’s partner trumps-in, as she should if she has a non-point trump and the opponent sitting last has not shown void in trump, the way is clear for the opponent sitting last to trump-in with the deuce — the same applies to the first opponent if the bidder’s partner has shown out of trump.  Bye-bye Low!  Better that the bidder use her last trump to lead the second trick, which also deprives all the other trump holders of a trump to use on a later Game-rich trick.  The second trick may pull out Low, and the bidder or her partner may win the trick.  This is generally a better strategy than hoping that a 3 or 4 or 5 captured on the first trick will turn out to be Low.  Sometimes not pulling trump on the second trick causes both Low and Game to be lost, and a makable 2-bid bites the dust instead.  Here is advice for every Setback bidder: first make your bid before trying to stretch it.


However, there are times when the bidder has to consider not pulling trump.  A situation that may give the bidder pause is when an opponent may still have trump and the only trump left in the bidder’s hand may itself be Low.  Suppose the bidder holds AK3.  She plays the ace and an opponent throws the 5 of trump, so she pulls trump again with her king and the same opponent follows with the 7.  Although the odds against it are imposing, the opponent may also hold the deuce.
  Is it worth pulling with the 3 to find out?  If the opponent happens to hold a trump other than the 2, pulling with the 3, which is Low, loses Low.  And pulling with the 3 also means that, at best, the rest of the hand will be played in no-trump (the situation in which all players have exhausted their trump).  If the bid is only 2, the bidder can afford to lose Low if she has already captured Jack or is confident of Game.  If the bid is 3 and she has not captured Jack, however, she may have to choose between possibly losing Low by not pulling, or possibly losing Low or Game or both by pulling.  In this case, I advise not pulling with the 3, because of the odds are long against the opponent holding three trump to the deuce.


The bids that require the most skill to make are those that do not rely on High.  For 3-bids such as Jxxx, the major problem is the first trick.  There is a 0.61 probability that the opponents have High and if they do, they usually take the first trick with it.  The danger is not in losing High, which is expected, but that Low may also fall on the first trick.  If it does, the 3-bid is instantly set, since there are only two points left for the 3-bidder to win.  A Jxxx 3-bid has a probability of success significantly lower than Jxx2, where Low resides in the bidder’s hand with the protection of a long suit.


Jxx2 is an excellent 3-bid, but how good is it as a smudge bid?  What this question really asks is, What are the odds that the bidder’s team has High?  Before play begins, the probability is 0.39 (see Table 1), about 2 chances in 5.  It is a chance worth taking if the score is, say, 10 - 3 against, for the odds of winning the game without smudging are very low.  Setback continually tests a player’s knowledge of probabilities and her ability to act on that knowledge.


The only situation in which playing-out becomes score-dependent is when the opponents have 10 points.  Here merely making one’s bid is not enough — one must also prevent the opponents from scoring.  Say the score is 10 - 1 against the bidder, who has won the bidding with a weak 3-bid of J83.  The bid is justified because the score indicates that the game is probably lost anyway.
  But with all four points available in the trump suit, the bidder has already made a serious error in judgment that may well cost her and her partner the game.  Since she must make all four points or she loses the game anyway (except in the unlikely event of a tie for Game), she should have smudged.


Now the J83 bidder faces the daunting challenge of making her bid.  Even though her high trump is Jack, before the bidding began she knew there was a 0.39 probability that she and her partner have High — which means that she also knew there was a 0.61 probability that the game was lost before she even played her first card.  In less urgent circumstances, the first lead would be the 8 to bleed the opponents’ trump.  However, in this situation the bidder must do whatever she can to ensure that the opponents do not score.  Suppose she leads the 8, after which the first opponent throws the ten of trump, and either her partner or the second opponent pitches the deuce of trump.  The other team would make Low and win the game regardless of whether the bid gets made — even though the bidder has a card in her hand, the Jack, that could have won the trick.  Instead, what would be an ill-advised play at other times is proper in this circumstance: the bidder should lead Jack on the first trick.  If the opponents have High, they have won the game anyway.  But if Jack is also High, the bidder protects against losing Low on the first trick.


Bids that do not count on making High are the leading cause of deodorant failure in partners.  Consider a 2-bid of 9752, where the bidder plans to make Game and Low.  Making such a bid can be a struggle, especially if an opponent has two or more trump.  At the end of the hand, when the irate partner asks, “What the hell did you bid on?” there can be only one response: “We made two, didn’t we?”


The job of the bidder’s partner is to help make the team’s bid.  To support the bidder most effectively, the partner must infer from the cards the bidder plays, augmented by the bid size and score, approximately what the bidder’s trump holding is and, from that, what the bidder’s problems are.  Inferring the bidder’s trump holding is a critical Setback skill for all players, not just the bidder’s partner.  Although at first glance this seems almost impossible because bids offer so little information, in fact this can be done surprisingly well.  The bids offered and the bidder’s first lead are key.  Suppose the bidder begins play by leading a 9.  Leading a 9 in a 2-bid strongly suggests that the bidder’s trump holding is J9x…, J9…2, 9xx…, or 9x…2.  Leading a 9 in a 3-bid, however, implies that the bidder holds J9x… or J9x…2.  Leading a king on a 2-bid implies a holding of Kx… or Kx…2, but it never implies AKx.  The bidder must always play her queen or higher trump in top-down order, except for Jack and ten, for that is the convention that her partner expects.  So, a bidder who leads a king is signaling that she does not have the ace, a bidder who leads a queen that she holds neither ace nor king.  The cardinal rule of team play is: Do not mislead your partner unless absolutely necessary— but, if it’s necessary, do not worry about it. 


In Bridge, which has the reputation of being a thoughtful game for intellectuals, the part of the bidder’s partner is played by a cardboard cutout with a big smile painted on its face.  However, in Setback the bidder’s partner must actually have a functioning brain.  Consider an example in which each team has four points.  Your partner sits to the left of the dealer.  She has the first bid and bids 2.  The first opponent (a lady named Sue), then you, and finally the dealer all pass.  Your partner leads the queen and Sue follows suit with the 5.  You hold K2 in trump.  What do you play?


To make that decision, you must first figure out each player’s probable trump holding.  Your partner bid 2, but which two points does she have in mind?  If she holds QJx… she probably intends to make Jack and Game.  If she holds Qxx… or Qx…2 she wants Low and Game.  It is unlikely that she expects to make High, since she has only a 50 – 50 (0.54) chance of doing so.  At this stage of the game, she wisely bid only 2 because she does not know where High and probably Low are, and the score does not require her to take a greater risk.  She clearly does not hold the ace or QJx2, for in either case she would have bid 3.


Sue passed in the bidding auction and followed with the 5 of trump.  She, too, probably does not have the ace or king, because she would have played it to capture a possible Jack or Low, which may fall if either is a singleton or in her partner’s hand.  Could Sue be saving the ace to capture bidder’s Jack?  Possibly but unlikely, because she knows that on a 2-bid the bidder may not have Jack.  You conclude that Sue probably has 5… or perhaps J5 or J5x in trump.


Your problem, however, is the second opponent, the dealer, for she may hold A….  What is the probability that the dealer has the ace?  Six chances out of 34 is a probability of 0.18 — about 1 chance in 6.


Your problem is to decide whether to pitch your deuce in front of the dealer.  If you play your king, you will win the trick, unless the dealer has a singleton ace, AJ, or A3.  To start the second trick you could lead the deuce, but doing that gives both opponents a crack at it — remember that Sue may still have trump.  Although the probability is low that Sue has the ace, it is not zero.  If you lead the deuce of trump on the second trick and the dealer follows with the ten, you force the bidder to play Jack if she has one — if not the trick is lost.  And if Sue does have the ace, your team loses at least three points on one play!  The bidder cannot know that Low is in your hand; she must assume it is in hostile hands.  So, if you play the king on the first trick and you lead no-trump on the second trick to lose the lead, you force the bidder to trump-in to regain the lead and block Sue from trumping-in with her Low.  Since she only bid 2 and led the queen, she most likely bid on three trump.  After trumping-in, the bidder would have just one trump left.  Since either opponent may also have at least one trump left, this jeopardizes Game.  So playing your king on the first trick can make your partner’s job very difficult, without the offsetting benefit of safeguarding your deuce.


The better play is to pitch your deuce of trump on the first trick.  There is only one chance in 6 that the dealer holds the ace.  But even if she does and takes your deuce, the bid is not yet set if your partner has Jack (which would then be higher than any opponent’s unplayed card).  If your partner pulls trump on the second trick, your king must drop, of course.  But if she does not pull trump because she has already captured Low (your deuce), your job is to ride shotgun on Sue in case she holds Jack — or to trump-in on a decisive, Game-rich trick late in the hand that the opponents would otherwise win.


A good partner is one who reads cards well, knows the probabilities, can figure out the bidder’s problems
, and plays accordingly.

  The Game Point


When all is said and done, it is the Game point that decides most Setback hands.  Game is so important that a player who aspires to excellence must mentally track both teams’ running Game counts (or the Game point differential) as the hand progresses.  Knowing the Game situation accurately is invaluable late in a hand, when the question of whether to take a trick for its Game value arises.  It is especially important for the player with the last remaining trump to know the Game situation.


The pursuit of the Game point often translates into the pursuit of tens.  At ten Game points each, compared with the next highest value of four Game points for an ace, tens are gold.  Since Game is the only one of the four Setback points that is not directly related to trump, it is also the point that players dealt hands weak in trump are most able to win.  The defenders’ strategy often is to tempt the bidder into exhausting her trump early, so as to reduce her to the usually more level playing field of no-trump.  The bidder’s counter-strategy is to use her trump as efficiently as possible and make it last.  A bidder who exhausts her trump with Game still in doubt generally has about a even-money chance of making Game.


However, one of the charms of Setback is that there are few ironclad rules.  For almost every guiding principle, there are exceptions.  Consider, for example, a hand on which you have bid 3.  You and your partner have taken the first four tricks, and High and Low are in the bag.  As your partner begins trick 5 with a small no-trump lead, your team has a slight lead in Game.  You have one small trump left (which means that Jack is not present), and no other player has trump.  The opponent to your right plays a higher card in the suit led, but the trick still contains no Game points.  Do you play your trump or do you sluff your low no-trump card on the trick?


Most players would sluff the no-trump card, saving the last trump for the final trick, which it will win.  This conforms to the general rule of using trump efficiently and making it last.


However, sluffing your no-trump card means that your opponents will win trick 5.  If the second opponent who plays last on trick 5 has a ten and can unload it, she will.  If trick 6 has an insufficient number of Game points, you will win that trick but lose Game and your bid.  Here is a case in which the Game point is most likely being decided according to which card you throw now on trick 5.  Your choice is clear, if subtle: you must trump in, block the opponent playing last from scoring her ten, and take your chances on trick 6.


A mistake that inexperienced players often make is to pitch their aces and kings onto a trick that their partner is winning.  They do so because they think that the Game value of aces and kings is more important than their ability to win a Game-rich trick near the end of a hand.  Occasionally this is correct, but usually it is not.

  Playing Defense


There are some very seasoned Setback players whose attention drifts at the mention of playing defense.  They find it boring.  It is certainly more exciting to be the bidder or her partner, but playing defense has subtleties that can approach an art form.  At the heart of playing good defense is figuring out what the bidder holds and, from that, what her problems are and how to exploit them.


To explore the subtleties of playing defense, consider the situation of a defender sitting to the left of (behind) a bidder who begins play by leading a 9.  The defender holds Q2 of trump and infers that the bidder bid 2 on J9x.  Since the deuce is a point card, there is a visceral tendency for the defender to play Q, rather than toss Low onto a trick that the bidder’s team may well win.  If Q wins the trick, the defender must lead on the second trick, while the bidder, who did not expect to make High anyway, sits in the controlling position where the defenders least want her: last.  Although the defender tries gamely to lose the lead, so as to have a chance later to trump-in with the 2, a savvy bidder can thwart this stratagem and control the play by trumping-in and then pulling trump.  Sooner or later a knowledgeable bidder will almost always win the now-unprotected deuce.

Although it seems counterintuitive, the better opening play for the defender holding Q2 is to pitch the deuce.  There are two compelling reasons.  First, since the 9 that the bidder led is not strong, there is a strong chance that the defender’s partner will take the trick, equal to the chance that the bidder’s partner will.  So, this play is actually the defender’s best chance to make Low.  But, even if the bidding team wins the trick and with it Low, the bidder would have won it later anyway, as discussed above.  Secondly, by pitching the 2, the defender in any case winds up sitting behind the bidder with the powerful queen of trump still hot in her hand.  This can catch many bidders by surprise.  If the bidder bid on J9x, by throwing the deuce on the first trick the defender and her partner actually have a chance to win High, Low, Jack, and Game.


Most bidders have 1 - 3 trump, and the other players usually have 0 - 2 trump.  So, despite its importance, trump is usually not played on most tricks.  Once the bidder’s trump is exhausted, a milestone that usually must be inferred, the power may be distributed differently around the table.  Because the Game point is often in doubt well after the other points have been decided, an excellent defensive strategy is to lure or force the bidder into exhausting her trump.  A player bids solely for the right to name trump.  Without trump, the bidder’s team still is committed to make its bid, but may not have the power to do so.


An excellent way to enter the Golden Land of No-Trump is for the player on the bidder’s right to win the lead as early as possible.  With the bidder, often the only player still holding trump, sitting second on the trick, the defender leads the highest face card from her longest non-trump suit.  The bidder recognizes that the card led is high enough to capture a ten.  If she does not have a higher card in the same suit, the bidder must decide whether to take her chances on letting it go and possibly losing a lot of Game points, or using what may be her last trump to trump-in.  If the bidder chooses not to trump-in and her partner is void in trump, this play also gives the other defender a chance to trump-in with Low.  But its main value is that it gives that defender a chance to follow with or sluff a ten.  If the bidder refrains from trumping-in and the card led wins the trick, the defender should again lead from the same suit.  This jams up the bidder, especially if her partner was void on the previous trick, for the lead is a sure winner unless she trumps in.


Defenders whose hands were not strong enough to support a bid may find that they can greatly affect the outcome of a hand through adroit no-trump play.  This is because Game, which is cumulative, is usually the battleground over which is fought a no-trump war that determines whether a bid makes or breaks.  Many a beautiful 3-bid has been scuttled by a ten falling loudly on a defender’s paltry no-trump trick.


Setback players often fill the air with moans and groans about the terrible hands that an unfeeling Fate feeds them (“I never get a decent hand”).
  But an excellent measure of a Setback player’s defensive capability is how well she plays defense with an unbiddable hand.

  Miscellaneous Subtlety


Is there a “best seat in the house”?  Suppose you and your partner are about to sit down at the Setback table with two friends.  Is there a seating arrangement that is most desirable?  You bet!  The best seating arrangement for your team is based on the observation that playing-out skills do not vary nearly as much as bidding skills.  Let the other team sit first.  Then sit your stronger bidder to the left of (behind) the opponent’s more conservative bidder and in front of their more aggressive bidder.  This seating plan maximizes your team’s opportunities to win the bidding auction and minimizes theirs.

  Final Note


I hope that this paper helps Setback players better appreciate the subtleties and nuances of their game, and that it provides them with some new ideas to better their play.
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Appendix I: The Rules of Setback


Setback, also known as Auction Pitch, Pitch, and High, Low, Jack, is a fast but complex card game that tests the logic, aggressiveness, and character of from two to eight players.  The players may play independently (“cutthroat”) or in teams.  In team play, partners combine points and play cooperatively.  The dealer gives each player six cards face down in two rounds of three.  Play consists of a bidding auction to establish the bid and bidder, followed by six tricks of which the first establishes trump.  The first player/team to reach 11 points (or to smudge successfully) wins.  In case of a tie at 11 or more, play continues until the tie is broken.


The four points potentially available in a hand are the highest card played in trump (called High), the lowest card played in trump (called Low), jack of trump (Jack), and Game.  So, four points are only available if the jack of trump has been dealt.  The single point called Game is awarded to the player/team who collects the most “Game points”: each ace has a Game point value of 4, each king 3, queen 2, jack 1, and ten 10 (a deck of cards contains 80 Game points in 20 cards).  If there is a tie for highest Game total, the Game point is not awarded.


The bidding auction begins with the player to the dealer’s left, and everyone bids once.  A bid is a player’s contract that she or her team will capture at least the named number of the four points potentially available in the hand, without regard to which of the named number of points she intends to capture.  Bids from lowest to highest are “pass” (no-bid), “2,” “3,” and “4.”  A player may only pass or bid more than any bid already offered, but the dealer whose score is zero or more may bid 4 even if another player has already bid 4 (this is called “overbidding”).  The person winning the bidding auction is referred to as “the bidder” (however, if all players pass, the hand is over).  The bidder then leads the first card, which establishes the trump suit.


A player whose hand contains one or more cards in the suit led must either follow suit or play trump.  If her hand is void in the suit led, she may play any card.  That is, trump may be played at any time.  A person who plays trump when trump is not led is said to “trump-in” and draws attention to the act by saying “trump.”
  The highest trump played or, if none, the highest card played in the suit led, wins the trick.  The player who wins the trick (or her partner) collects the cards of the trick and turns them face down on the table near her, keeping them together.  Any player may review the cards of the previous trick until the second card is played on the next trick.  The player who wins a trick leads the next trick, and so on, until all six cards have been played.


At the end of the hand, the score of each player/team is credited with all the points she/it has won in the hand, with two major exceptions.  A player/team with a score of zero or more before the hand who bids and makes 4 wins the game outright (this is called a “smudge”; smudge may also be bid as a synonym for 4 in this case).  However, a bidder who captures fewer points than bid is set-back the full amount of the bid (a smudge counts for 4).  A player’s score may go deeply in the hole without limit.

Appendix II: Setback Rule Variations


Setback is a card game with many variations.  Searching the Web locates websites that describe a blizzard of them.  The following are variations that I have used, heard about, or read about.  Unfortunately, many variations increase the luck factor, thereby reducing the need to think and diluting the quality of the game, in my opinion.

1. A bid of 1 is allowed.  Some play that the minimum bid is 1, removing the “pass” option.

2. Some “standard” references allow a player who is in the hole to smudge.

3. To make a smudge bid, the bidding player or team must win not only four points but also every trick.  This change introduces a difference between a 4-bid and a bid of smudge.  Players use this rule to reduce the frequency of successful smudges, when they feel that the frequency of the “lightning bolt” regulation smudge is too high.  However, this rule makes smudge so difficult to accomplish as to essentially eliminate it from the game, especially when it is coupled with a rule that severely penalizes smudge set-backs (see below).  This rule tends to make bidding more conservative, since it increases the difficulty of recovering from large deficits.

4. Smudge requires winning every trick and all four points, but success brings with it only five points.

5. Smudge is disallowed.  A successful 4-bid makes four points, regardless of score.  The folks I play with use this rule now.

6. The “off” jack (jack in the other suit of the same color as trump) is a point.

7. To win a game requires a victory margin of at least two points.  This rule affects play only occasionally, because few games are won by a single point.  Several “standard” references specify other tie-breaking rules: some favor the bidder, others provide an order to the counting of points.

8. To win a game requires that the winning team be the bidder on the last hand.  This rule prevents winners from “sliding out” — making the winning points on the other team’s bid.  But what is wrong with rewarding good defense or penalizing reckless bidding?

9. Some play to different goals than 11 points.  “Standard” references say the game is to 7.  Some people play to 21, which benefits the wild smudgers among us, giving them more time to get lucky.  However, others who play to 21 counter this benefit by raising the cost of a smudge set-back to -11 points!

10. Low goes to the team that is dealt Low rather than to the team that wins Low.  Oddly enough some “standard” references use this rule.  This perversion rewards luck over skill and substantially weakens the fabric of the game.

11. If fewer than eight people are playing, a hand may be replaced before the bidding auction begins.  To qualify for optional replacement, a hand must contain only cards in the range 3 – 9, with not more than three cards in the same suit.  The discarded hand is shown face up so that everyone can see it.  The folks I play with use this rule now.

12. The dealer must bid if everyone else passes.  Of course, a dealer who knows what she is doing will gleefully bid 2 (or 4) in this situation anyway, if she has any kind of hand at all.  This is another rule to replace skill with luck.

13. A hand contains more than six cards, with the number of tricks increasing accordingly.  This dramatically changes the probabilities and, therefore, the character of the game.  For example, if a hand contains eight cards, the probability that a particular card not in your hand has been dealt rises from 0.39 to 0.55, nearly a 40% increase.  Just as with increasing the number of players, this boosts the value of aces, makes ace-less bidding more infrequent, and reduces the skill required to bid well.

Appendix III:
Probabilities, Common Questions, and Empirical Data Regarding Four-Player, Two-Team Setback

  Distributions and Combinations


A Setback player peers out over her hand and sees the backs of 18 cards dealt to her partner and their two opponents from the 46 that are not in her hand.  She is looking at but one distribution out of 2,818,953,098,830 (2.8 trillion) unique distributions of cards that she and her hand can face.  On the other hand, a Bridge or Hearts player is looking at the only card distribution possible, because the entire deck is dealt in each hand.  And for that reason, Setback is a game of probabilities unlike any other.


The number of possible distributions considers the 18 cards dealt to the other three players as if they were all in a single combined hand.  This is of interest because one of the main questions in Setback is, Has a particular card been dealt to the other players (2/3 of whom are opponents) or not?  The number of unique distributions that a player and her hand can face is:
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where D is the size of the deck before the distribution and H is the size of the distribution.  For four-handed Setback, D = 46 and H = 18.


The number of Setback hands possible for each distribution of 18 — three hands (the number of players, N) of six cards each (individual hand size, h) — is 17,153,136.  The maximum number of hands per distribution is:
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So, for each hand that a Setback player holds, the number of possible hands that the other three players can have is therefore the product of 2,818,953,098,830 and 17,153,136, which is 4.835E+19.  For comparison, the possible number of hands that a player with a given hand in a four-person Bridge or Hearts game must contend with is a paltry 8.448E+16, a mere 0.17% of what a Setback player faces.

  Typical Setback Questions Regarding Probabilities


There are many questions that a Setback player must consider again and again.  Here are some of them and their answers.

Question
Answer

What is the probability that a particular card not in my hand has been dealt?
18/46 = 0.39.  There is a 0.26 probability that an opponent has it and a 0.13 chance that your partner does.

What is the probability that my king is High?
28/46 = 0.61 = the probability that the ace is still in the deck

What is the probability that my king is High or that my partner has the ace?
34/46 = 0.74 = the probability that the ace is in your partner’s hand or the deck

What is the probability that my queen is High?
(28/46) · (27/45) = 0.37 = the probability that the ace and king are still in the deck

What is the probability that my queen is High or that my partner has High?
(34/46) · (33/45) = 0.54 = roughly even money that your team has High

On my queen-high bid, what is the probability that the opponents have both High and the deuce?
(1 – 0.54) · (11/39) = 0.13

What is the probability that my Jack is High?
(28/46) · (27/45) · (26/44) = 0.22

What is the probability that my Jack is High or that my partner has High?
(34/46) · (33/45) · (32/44) = 0.39

If I have [1, 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6] cards in a suit, on average how many cards in that suit does each other player have?
[1.56, 1.43, 1.30, 1.17, 1.04, or 0.91].  So on average, each non-bidder has one trump.

How many Game points are present in the average deal?
(80/52) · 24 = 36.9.  So the team that wins 19 or more Game points usually wins Game.

Table 1:  Questions and answers about four-handed, two-team Setback.

  Bids and Probabilities of Success


I wrote Killer Setback (KS)
 because no one where I lived either played Setback or wanted to learn, there were no Setback-playing computer programs that I could find, and I was eager to play four-handed, two-team Setback again.  My long-standing desire to have a computer program that reliably simulates Setback was fulfilled in 1999, when I modified Killer Setback to fill that role.  In January, 1999, four top-level identical players of KS V1.03 played over 2,000,000 unique hands on four different occasions.  Table 2, derived from the data collected from those hands, shows the probabilities that particular bidding suit conformations (that is, the cards a biddable suit contains) will win 2 or more, 3 or more, or 4 points.

Some caveats apply to Table 2.  Any table of point-winning probabilities for certain suit holdings obviously reflects the ability of the players studied; point-winning probabilities are not absolute.  Although KS’s best players bid and play as well as any human players I have encountered, strictly speaking the data in Table 2 apply only to players who bid and play exactly like the best players of KS V1.03.  The data reveal how many points the bidder’s team was able to make from certain suit holdings, but they make no mention of whether other suits in the bidder’s hand were strong or weak, whether the winner of the bidding contract bid first, second, third, or last, or what the scores were at the time.  Although KS’s players take these parameters into account in determining what to bid, the data collected from actual outcomes do not.  Clearly bidding 3 on, say, AK9 has a higher probability of success if the bidder’s other cards are all aces than if they are all deuces.  That is, Table 2 reflects overall averages.  Also note that trump suits in Table 2 having an “x” only include holdings that were actually bid.  For example, 8765 is an instance of “xxxx,” but in all the hands studied, no KS player ever bid on 8765.

Trump Suit
Probability of Making Points


2 or more
3 or more
4

A
0.83
0.42
0.09

AK
0.97
0.74
0.22

AQ
0.96
0.69
0.19

AJ
0.95
0.79
0.49

Ax
0.89
0.54
0.11

A2
0.78
0.44
0.11

AJx
0.98
0.90
0.67

AJxx
1.00
0.98
0.88

AJx2
1.00
0.97
0.82

K
0.73
0.31
0.08

KQ
0.86
0.60
0.17

KJ
0.86
0.68
0.40

Kx
0.77
0.44
0.09

K2
0.75
0.41
0.09

KJx
0.91
0.77
0.55

KJxx
0.98
0.85
0.70

KJx2
0.98
0.89
0.65

Kx
0.77
0.44
0.09

QJ
0.82
0.63
0.37

QJx
0.88
0.68
0.46

Qxx
0.75
0.50
0.11

QJxx
0.94
0.77
0.54

QJx2
0.99
0.85
0.54

Jx
0.66
0.45
0.22

Jxx
0.82
0.59
0.34

Jx2
0.83
0.61
0.35

Jxxx
0.92
0.68
0.41

Jxx2
0.96
0.76
0.43

xxxx
0.88
0.39
0.09

xxx2
0.77
0.38
0.10

Table 2:  Probabilities of some trump holdings making points in four-handed, two-team Setback.  (Data generated by Killer Setback V1.03.)

The data in Table 2 reveal some interesting relationships.  One finding that stands out is that bidding 2 with king-high is about 91% as effective as bidding 2 with ace-high.  This is higher than the 74% probability at the start of the hand that one’s team holds high when bidding with king-high, because the opponents who passed prior to the 2-bid clearly do not have the ace or else they would have bid 2.  Note also that the drop-off in the probability of making 4 is steep as the high card weakens: the probability of making 4 on AJxx is 0.88, on KJxx it is 0.70, and on QJxx it is 0.54.  Another result may surprise some Setback aficionados: a bare ace has a better chance of making 2 than does A2 (0.83 to 0.78).  However, K2 has a slightly better chance of making 2 than does a bare king (0.75 to 0.73).

  Empirical Data

Data Item
Team A
Team B
Team C
Team D
All Teams

Number of hands
71
71
94
94
165

Number of games
11
11
17
17
28

Number of games won
6
5
10
7


Win rate
0.545
0.455
0.588
0.412
0.500

Bidding auctions won
37
34
55
39


Bidding auction win rate
0.521
0.479
0.585
0.415
0.500

Number of bids set
8
7
9
4
28

Bid set-back rate
0.216
0.206
0.164
0.103
0.170

Number of points scored
83
75
147
133
438

Points won per hand
1.169
1.056
1.564
1.415
1.327

Ratio of points won per hand to all points won per hand
0.525
0.475
0.525
0.475
0.500

2-bids set-back
1
1
2
2
6

3-bids set-back
6
4
5
2
17

4-bids set-back
1
2
2
0
5

2-bids made
> 8
> 9
31
25
>73

3-bids made
< 21
< 18
15
9
<63

4-bids made
0
0
0
1
1

2-bids that made 2 points
5
7
5
5
22

Bids that made 3 points
18
15
24
16
73

Bids that made 4 points
6
5
17
13
41

Fraction of bids that made 2 points
0.135
0.206
0.091
0.128
0.133

Fraction of bids that made 3 points
0.486
0.441
0.436
0.410
0.442

Fraction of bids that made 4 points
0.162
0.147
0.309
0.333
0.248

Fraction of bids that made 3 or 4 points
0.649
0.588
0.745
0.744
0.691

Table 3:  Data collected from 28 games and 165 hands played by four teams.


Despite countless opportunities, regretfully I have collected only a small amount of empirical data for human play.  Table 3 summarizes data collected from 28 games (165 hands) played by four teams (of which I played on two).  I assess the bidders’ styles as follows: Team A’s players are aggressive and conservative, Team B’s are both conservative, Team C’s are aggressive and moderate, and Team D’s are aggressive and conservative.


Table 3 shows that:

· Win rate rose with auction win rate, despite accompanying increased set-back rate

· 69% of all bids made at least three points

· 83% of all bids that succeeded made at least three points

· Most 2-bids made three points

· 25% of all bids made four points

· Number of 3-bids exceeded the number of 2- and 4-bids combined

· The winners had one bid per 5.5 set; the losers had one bid per 6.6 set

· Winners also played-out better, holding opponents to 2-points more often and making 3 points more often

· The average game lasted 5.9 hands (no ties at 11 points occurred)






































































� Written October 1998, major revision November 2007.


� Appendices I and II describe the rules of Setback, some rule variants, and terms used in playing the game.


� Setback is also an excellent betting game.  The winners usually collect an amount per point on the final point differential between the teams (smudge counts as 11) and an amount for each of the losers’ set-backs.  The winners’ set-backs are forgiven.  Fate favors the bold but penalizes the reckless.


� My grandson Anson.  His biggest problem was holding six cards.


� From data that have been collected.  See Appendix III.


� Being “in the hole” is Setback-speak for having a negative score; by convention it is recorded, not with a minus sign, but with a number inside a circle (the “hole”).


� The smudge bid allows the bidder to win the game outright by making a 4-bid.  The option is available only if the score of the bidder’s team is zero or greater.


� Chatting during Setback games is part of its ambience, but conveying any real information about the hand in progress is taboo.


� See Appendix III.


� However, it is possible for Game to reside in a single card.  This occurs when there is only a single face card or ten among the four hands.  The odds against this are 11,055,666:1 and in thousands of four-handed, two-team games I have never witnessed this event.  Nor have I ever seen a deal with no Game points, the odds against which are 40,537,443:1.  Can the jack of trump all by itself be High, Low, Jack, and Game?  Yes, but do not wait up for it to happen: the undealt deck of 28 cards must contain the other 12 trump and 19 Game-point cards.  The odds of this happening are a mere 17,055,399,281,284:1.  In addition, the Jack must be trump, which further lowers the probability.


� However, as Appendix III mentions, the probabilities change if previous bidders have passed.  Appendix III contains a discussion of probabilities and combinations.


� In this paper I use the following notation: A = ace, K = king, Q = queen, J = jack, T = ten, x = a card in the range 3 - ten, and … = zero or more additional x’s.  Groupings such as Kxx are all in the same suit.


� Appendix III contains empirical data that tend to validate these observations.


� If Team A continues to increase its auction win rate, its win rate again drops below 0.500.  An increase in Team A’s auction win rate to 0.600 may raise its set-back rate to 0.250 (one of every four bids is set), which produces a reduced win rate of 0.492.  Increasing its auction win rate further yields ever decreasing win rates.


� In Simplified Setback (and probably in actual Setback as well), a team that is set in three out of every seven bids makes no progress whatever from its bidding.  In seven hands it makes a total of 3 points, equal to what its adversaries make in setting them.


� The probability is less than 0.39 because an opponent may hold Jxxx or xxx2 and make either Jack or Low, and there is always the chance that the other team will make Game.  From data collected as Appendix III describes, the probability is 0.33.


� My brother Jack takes the opposite view.  When we play together, Jack, who is a bidding demon, revels in winning the bidding auction.  In his view, that is his job on our team.  Then he delegates the menial task of making the bid.  “Okay, I got us the bid,” says Jack with a yawn.  “Now bring it in.”


� Four chances out of 40, or a probability of 0.10.


� Table 2 in Appendix III shows the point-making probabilities for the suit holdings discussed in this section.


� I use a ratio based on points needed to win to indicate the probability of winning.  PWIN for Team A is the ratio of the points that Team B needs to win to the sum of points that both teams need to win.  With a score of 10 – 1, the team on the short end has a probability of winning of about 0.091 (1/11).


� The more bidding auctions that a team wins, the more often a shortage of trump is the bidder’s main problem.


� Appendix II describes one Setback variation that I like: it allows a player to request a new hand if her original hand consists entirely of cards in the range 3 – 9, with no more than three cards in the same suit.


� Having written this, I guess my days of sitting down after the other team is seated are over.


� There are many books that posit the rules of card games (but I have not seen any written or revised after 1983).  Some references boldly announce that they are “official,” but do not cite their credentials.  Others invoke the name of Edmond Hoyle, who first collected and codified the rules of card games (he died in 1769).  Still others were written by or reference John Scarne, who did much the same thing in the 20th century.  Searching the Internet finds websites that describe variations seemingly without end.  Surprisingly, these sources disagree among themselves on several aspects of the game of Setback.  Worse, they all describe a game I have never played as “Setback.”  Their “Setback,” for example, allows a bid of 1; some sources allow a smudge in the hole and award Low to the person who was dealt it.  So I am setting down in this Appendix the rules of the game that my friends, relatives, and I know and love as “Setback.”  Appendix II contains many rule variations. 


� Failure to announce a trump-in is considered an oversight rather than a rule violation.  The oversight causes play to revert to the point of the trump-in without prejudice.  A player who wins a trick on which trump was not led and then leads trump on the next trick is also expected to announce “trump.”  Because of its power, the handling of trump in general is a matter of courtesy.


� A 2,000,000 deal test with Killer Setback reveals that a “poor hand” occurs on average once every 1.77 games, once every 11.5 deals — which means that any particular player will on average receive a poor hand once in every 46 deals.  So the impact of this feature is more soothing than significant.


� This equation also answers other playing card-related questions.  For example, what are the odds of a Poker player being dealt a royal flush?  For D = 52 and H = 5, the equation reveals that there are exactly 2,598,960 possible Poker hands, of which we know that only four are royal flushes.  So, the odds against being dealt a royal flush are 649,740:1.  What are the odds against four aces?  There are 48 ways to get four aces (the fifth card may be any of the remaining 48 cards), so the odds are 54,145:1.  How about four of a kind?  There are 13 x 48 or 624 ways to get four of a kind, so the odds against are merely 4,165:1.


� Killer Setback fully supports the rules of Setback described in this paper.  The current version also supports some of the rule variations described in Appendix II, including #5, 8, 9 (21 points), and 11.
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