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The variation in strategy when playing matchpoints (pair games) vs. IMPs (team games) is very profound.   Understanding the aspects of the two forms of scoring is an important part of grasping bridge as a whole.   There are many differences, but the key is to think about our goals on every hand – and to be on the same page as partner about what those goals should be.
Team bridge is scored much like rubber or money bridge – big plus scores are great, small plus or minus scores not terribly important, big minuses very painful. On the other hand, playing matchpoints is much more relativistic.   Matchpoint bridge is all about how you score relative to the other tables in the room.

Your score is compared to each other table in the room that played that hand. If you beat their result, you get one matchpoint; if you tie their result you get half a matchpoint; and if you lose to their result, you get zero matchpoints. You get the same one matchpoint if you beat that other table by ten points or a thousand points. It’s just whether or not you beat them. 
I like to think about pairs play as a form of investing. At any point in the hand, you have an expected matchpoint result. It’s easiest to think of this in terms of percentage for the board. If you think you’re headed for an 80% result, you shouldn’t risk any of that “capital” to try to pull in a 90% or 100% board. But if you’re on the way to a 20% board, you should be happy to risk all 20% for a possible 100% result. 
Partscores - The Heart of Matchpoint Bridge
The most important part of matchpoints is the way that we behave in competitive auctions (in particular partscore deals.) 
At IMPs our philosophical approach is simple:
· On a part score deal (where we cannot make a game) we strive to go plus.   Getting a small plus score is good enough.   We don’t need to try to be perfect.   We will take +50 or +100 when we could have made +110.   These scores are basically the same.  Losing a small amount on any given hand is no big deal.   Our goal is to have a positive score as often as possible.

At Matchpoints, we must be much more precise - A small plus score (+50 or +100) is not good enough when we could have had +110 or +140.     So we must strive to get (or come close to) the best result possible1 on every hand.  We need to do whatever we can to protect any plus score that we deserve. 
It’s important to remember the difference between “best result possible” and “best possible result”. “Best result possible” is what we should be trying for. If most of your results are in the 70-80% range with a few zeroes thrown in there, you’ll have a great game. Those who try for 100% on every board have frequent 35% games. Bridge players that strive for perfection on every board go insane very quickly.

Game Bidding

Team bridge should be played much more like rubber bridge – where big risks will be taken to get big scores.   There are a few basic philosophical approaches to the game that are different at teams than they are at matchpoints, but the main one is:
· If we think we can make a game, bid it.  

· Any non-vulnerable game needs about a 50% chance of making in order for it to be right for us to bid game.

· Any vulnerable game needs only about a 35% chance of making in order for it to be right for us to bid game. 
At matchpoints, we don’t worry about the vulnerability when it comes to game bidding. We want to bid a game only if we think it will make over half the time. You do not need to push for games playing pairs! If it takes superior play to make ten tricks, getting +170 in 2♠ will be worth almost as much (in terms of matchpoints) as +620 in 4♠ would have been. 
Slam Bidding
At pairs, most players would do better if they bid no slams at all than what they do now. Bidding a close slam at matchpoints is gambling away the reasonably good score you would get for game making six (someone will always be in the wrong game, and someone will always be in a partscore) for the chance at a top. Don’t turn your 65% boards into a top-or-bottom gamble!

Declarer Play
In a team game (IMPs) we play the hand in order to make our contract.   By contrast Matchpoints is all about taking all the tricks that we are entitled to (and often even more.)   So in Matchpoint scoring we play “all out.”   We often risk going down in the contract in an effort to make overtricks.   We are striving to make the “best score possible.”   This doesn’t mean that we do crazy things – but what it means is that we play the hand “normally.”   We don’t just cash our winners if we are making our contract.  We take small risks in an effort to take an extra trick.
When you are playing a good contract (better than what most of the other players will be playing) or the opponents give you extra tricks then you want to not give back your good result. In these situations you declare more conservatively and take the tricks to which you are entitled.
The Best Way to Learn

The best way to learn how to become a better matchpoint player is to check your results at the end of every game. Recap sheets are posted for your convenience shortly after each session. These have not only your percentage score, placing, and (hopefully) masterpoints, but your score in matchpoints for each board. Looking at those results can help you determine where you should have taken more (or fewer) risks during the auction or play. If you’re really hungry for more information on this fascinating subject, check out Kit Woolsey’s amazing book Matchpoints.  
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