
O’Hagan’s Rule 
10 February 2017 by Lawrence Powell 
 
I noticed, both in recorded matches and when playing XG, that I was often missing 
correct doubles without even seriously considering doubling. These were situations 
where there was no possibility of it being a pass so Woolsey’s superb rule of doubling 
if you think it might be a pass could not be engaged. They were volatile situations 
where good things were only happening on a minority of rolls so the cost of giving the 
cube away in an otherwise fairly even game seemed too great. Situations such as the 
following (in all positions it is 0-0 in an 11pt match, cube-centred, Blue on roll): 
 

 
XGID=--BBBBBA----cB--acBbbaba--:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 

 
I then came across O’Hagan’s Rule (or ‘Law’). The rule that John O’Hagan formulated 
was that where you have 9 out of 36 market losing sequences and the rest of the time 
you are doing OK then you probably have a double from the middle. A market losing 
sequence means that your opponent will be dropping your double on your next roll if 
not already doubled (or, indeed, you are then too good to double).  
 
There are of course, small and big market losses, and I think this rule works best where 
the market losses are relatively large. A really small market loss is more like getting to 
an efficient cube. If they are not reasonable market losses on average then one needs 
more than 9 market losing sequences and if they are very big then actually fewer than 
9 but not too much fewer. 
 



A further important detail is that one has to consider all the opponent’s replies so it 
should be 324 out of 1296 but for manageability it is best to consider this in terms of 
fractions of the 36 rolls. Thus, if you consider that only 1/3 of the replies to your roll 
are market losers then only 1/3 of those rolls count towards your total of 9. Also, if any 
of the sequences lead to your opponent doubling you i.e. anti-jokers (perhaps taking 
your 2nd roll into consideration if necessary), then these have to be treated as negative 
and taken away from your total of market losers on your good sequences. 
This might sound complicated but, with a little practice, it really isn’t that bad. One is 
only trying to get to the magic total of 9 out of 36 so you may only need to consider 
main variations and then rounding for simplicity and speed is the way to go. 
 
Applying to the position above: 
 

Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

2-6, 2-2 3 1 0 3 

2-1 2 .97 (just 1-1 return 
as on 1-6 double-
drop due to 2 blots in 
board) 

.4 (dancing) 1.9 

Other 2’s 6 1  (1-6 return still 
double-drop 

0 6 

5-5 1 .08 (probably just 1-
1 and 1-2 are drops 
and only just so not 
really counting) 

.01 (a return 6-6 and 
2-1 is just about a 
double but only just) 

.07 

4-4. 3-3 2 0 0  0 

All others 22 0 .04 (rough judgement 
almost all  5-5 and 
some 4-4) 

-0.9 

Total    10.7 

 
This is a somewhat fuller analysis than one would do over the board, but in practice 
one could basically consider all 2’s as market losers (so 11 rolls) and one is not going 
to get close to 2 in anti-jokers so job done – double. It is also worth noting that all the 
market losers are pretty big and in too-good territory. Additionally, one is a slight 
underdog if you don’t hit but still in the ‘fairly even’ domain. Having clearly more than 
9 market losers compensates for any doubts on equality in the other variations. 



an  

Notice that this position is not one where it is possible to use PRAT (Position, Race 
and Threat) to get to the double.  (For those unfamiliar with this acronym, if you have 
an advantage in 2 out of these 3 headings then it is probably a double, and almost 
certainly so if you lead in all 3, when it is probably a pass.) However, in some positions 
in this class PRAT is a good alternative and it is good then to check with each method. 
In many cases though, there is only the threat. 
 
Let us look at some other examples:  

 
XGID=--ABBBC-B-a-cC-----cbbbb--:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 



 
This is a fairly common type of example where many would find the double.  The 
position is appropriate for O’Hagan’s Rule which provides some assurance in these 
and other similar situations where your instinct is saying double. 
 

Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

3-3, 3-4, 3-6 5 1 0 5 

Other 3’s & 
1-2 

8 24/36 (non-two and 
1-1) ~ .67 

12/36*25/36 (two 
followed by dance) ~ 
.23 

3.5 
(8*.44) 

6-6 1 .5 (sub-average) 0 .5 

5-5 1 .3 (very low) 0 .3 

4-4, 6-5, 
6-4, 5-4 

7 0 0  0 

All others 14 0 .02 (rough judgement 
if subsequent sub 
average roll and 
opponent 6-6 and 
some 5-5) 

-.24 

Total    9.06 

 
We have only just got to 9 market losers but, in the absence of any complications, this 
is sufficient. Again, I have perhaps gone into too much detail and, in practice, one can 
see that all hits without a hit back are big market losers. That gets close enough to 9 
so that adding 6-6, 5-5 as partial market losers a double is looking on the cards. The 
anti-jokers are not really present here but some adjustment is included for 
completeness. Also note that as this will be a race without a hit then cube ownership 
is particularly important. 
 

 



Let us look at a more complicated position: 
 

 
XGID=-aBB-BCC-aA-----b--bbcBbb-:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 

 

Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

11 1 34/36 (not 4-4 or 2-
2) 

0 .95 

Other 1’s 10 25/36 (Non 4) + a 
proportion of 1’s? 

0 7 

6-3, 6-2, 
3-2, 3-3, 2-2 

8 0 0 8 

6-5 2 25/36 (Non 4) ~.7 .11 (4-6, 4-1) 1.2 

6-6 1 0 (not big market 
loser) 

.3 (any 4) -.3 

All others – 
split 5’s and 
6’s that hit? 

14 0 .25 (most 4s) -3.5 

Total    13.4 

 
There are some more variations on the hitting 1’s and one could split the ‘others’ up 
but I think this approximation is reasonable and all one is going to have time for over 
the board. Note that the market losers are also not so big but they comfortably exceed 
9 in number. 



 
A somewhat wilder blot-fest: 
 

 
XGID=---BaBD-Aa--dB-A-d-da--AAA:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 

  



Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

5-4, 5-6, 
4-4, 5-2 

7 .64 (non 4’s, double 
1 or 2) 

0 4.5 

2-2 1 .97 (non double1?) 0 .97 

6-1, 6-2, 
6-3, 6-4, 
5-5, 5-3, 
5-1, 4-3, 
4-2, 4-1, 
3-3, 3-2, 
3-1,2-1,1-1 

27 ¼ (dances) 0 6.75 

     

6-6 1 0 1? -1 

     

Total    11.22 

 
Although there are some approximations this looks a clear double on the O’Hagan 
rule. XG does think it’s a double but more marginal than this analysis suggests. I am 
not quite sure why as I think Blue must be at least equal in most of the non-crushing 
variations with the 3-point board. Perhaps the market is not being lost by so much in 
many variations. In any case, the rule does get to the right result but there is also a 
warning here to exercise some caution rather than blindly applying the rule.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



One with a clear directive: 
 

 
XGID=a--ABCB-B---eD---b-cb-b-A-:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 

 

Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

Al 5’s, 6-4, 
6-2, 6-1, 
4-2, 4-1, 
3-2, 3-1, 
2-1,1-1 

28 .44 (dances) Negligible 12.32 

3-3 1 .44 (dances) .08 (hit + dance) .36 

6-6 1 .64 non hit 0 .64 

Others 6 .25 (dances) 08 (hit + dance) 1 

     

     

Total    14.32 
 

This is a very clear double on the criteria and XG agrees. I think many may wait to 
cover followed by dance and then double-out. 



 
 
The rule is also useful as a double-check in other positions such as the following where 
the volatility is strongly suggesting a double: 
 

 
XGID=-ABCaCB-B-B--a-----bb-bdc-:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 

 
 

 



Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

6-3, 4-3, 
1-3, 1-1, 2-2 

8 .7 (dances) Negligible 5.6 

6-6, 6-4, 
6-1, 4-1, 3-3 

8 .7 (dances) . 05 (1-6) 5.2 

4-4 1 1 0 1 

5-5 1 .8 0 .8 

     

others 18    

Total    12.6 

 
A quick analysis therefore confirms a very clear double according to O’Hagan’s rule. 
 

 



Another position to try the rule out on: 
 

 
XGID=---BaCCBC----------ebBcbb-:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 

 
In fact the 8 rolls giving a 6 prime plus the loose hits point to a double but there are 
many bad sequences too, so it’s interesting to see what the analysis suggests: 
 

Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

4-2, 4-1, 
2-2, 2-1,1-1 

8 1 0 8 

4-4 1 .95 (non 2-6) .05 (assume hits) .9 

6-6 1 .7 (non-6) .2 (most 6’s) 0.5 

3-3 1 .45 (dances) 0 .45 

4-3, 3-2, 3-1 6 .45 (dances) .1 (most hits) 2.1 

6-4, 6-2, 
6-1, 5-4, 
5-2, 5-1 

12 .53 (non-hit on either 
4) 

.4 (most hits) 1.5 

6-5, 6-3, 
5-3, 5-5 

7 0 .3 (big escapes or 
escapes without 
being hit) 

-2.1 

others 0    

Total    11.45 

 



In fact, this is not strictly appropriate for O’Hagan’s rule as very few sequences are 
roughly even and/or not covered. However, I think the process of looking through the 
market-losing sequences is still appropriate. This looks to be more than enough for an 
initial double and XG agrees. Although only a small initial double at an even score, 
trailing 0-2 (as I was when this position occurred) it is in fact a big redouble as well. 
 

 
One final example: 

 
XGID=a-B--aE-B---dD---badB-b---:0:0:1:D:0:0:0:11:10 



Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

3-3, 1-1, 
3-1, 4-4 

5 .75 (most non-
double entering) 

0 3.75 

2-3, 2-2, 2-1 4 .6 (all non-
hits/entering 
doubles) 

0 2.4 

6-2, 5-2, 4-2 6 0.55 (0 or 1 entering) 0 3.3 

4-1, 5-1, 
6-1, 4-3, 
5-3, 6-3 

12 .1 (dance) 0 1.2 

5-5, 6-6 2 .1 (dance) 0 0.2 

others 7    

Total    9.65 

 
Definitely a volatile position where one is thinking about doubling. I think the O’Hagan 
rule gives some concrete method of deciding whether there are enough market losing 
sequences to justify the double. A quick tally comes up with 9.6 so that gave me 
confidence to double which XG judges is marginally correct. 
 

 
Closing Notes 
 
In many of these positions the error in not doubling, according to XG, is generally not 
that great. However, again taking XG as the gospel, your equity through not doubling 
assumes perfect play on your part and in particular in the doubling department. 
Favourable sequences often lead to positions which may or may not be too good and 
significant doubling errors are very likely in these situations, even amongst the best 
players. Thus, in practice, one’s equity from not doubling is less than that posted by 
XG. Thus the error from not doubling, in terms of one’s chances of winning the game 



and match, is larger than it appears. It is also very satisfying getting full value from 
one’s good sequences that lead to a gammon! 
 
There should also be a word of caution that the results when using this technique can 
be marginal and if not marginal then it is more likely to be in the domain of PRAT. 
However, it is definitely a good sanity check and can be a guard against over-optimistic 
doubling as well as being a useful aid to finding correct doubles. 
 
As touched on in some of the examples, this rule strictly only applies at a fairly even 
score in a medium to long match and with a centred cube. Most of the examples above 
include some mental adjustments such as for the size of market loss or the equality of 
the remaining positions. However, it may still be a good sanity check at lopsided 
scores. One can then make some obvious adjustments such as requiring more market 
losers if ahead and fewer if behind, to reach a conclusion that is not just based on 
instinct; an instinct that might be influenced by recent runs of luck, either good or bad.   
 
Similarly, with regard to redoubling, the market losers need to be greater. I think 
precise rules here will be difficult to formulate but it is still a helpful guide. In these 
situations I actually think the rule is more useful in informing when not to double – 
when you are definitely below the threshold -- however tempting it looks. 
 
I occasionally come across a position where I feel I am following the rule but find myself 
being castigated for a wrong and/or missed double! I offer a couple of examples below: 
 
Let us look at an example of prime v prime where cube ownership is also important: 

 
XGID=---bBBDBB----A--Aadbcab-A-:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 



 

Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

3-4. 3-5, 
3-6, 1-6 
Perhaps 
split out 3-4 
as big 
market loser 

8 1 0 8 

Other 3’s 
incl 1-2 

7 32/36 (not 3-3, 1-1 or 
1-3) 

0 6.25 

6-6 1 0 .03 (6-6) -.03 

     

     

All others 20 0 .03 (most 6-6 plus 
indirect hit and no hit 
back) 

-.6 

Total    13.65 
 

This is In fact not a double according to XG but it is if trailing 0-2 (to 11). 
 
I think the primary reason is that the size of the market loss is perhaps not so huge 
and also that cube ownership is very important in these types of positions. 
 

 
 
Another position of interest: 



 

 
XGID=-BBAbCB--B--aB---c-bAabbb-:0:0:1:00:0:0:0:11:10 

 

Group of 
rolls 

Number 
of rolls 
(out of 

36) 

Proportion of 
opponent’s rolls 
market losers 

Proportion of 
subsequent 

sequences resulting 
in being doubled 

Market 
losers 
(out of 

36) 

1-2 2 .7 (non 4’s) .03 (most 4-4) 1.35 

1-6 2 .7 (non 4’s .07 (most 4-4, 4-5) 1.25 

Other 1’s, 
6-2, 5-3, 
4-4, 2-2 

13 16/36= .44 (dances) .13 (hit + dance) 4.5 

5-5, 6-6 2 24/36 (all but hits 
and big playable 
doubles) 

.13 (hit + dance) 1.2 

Other 17 0 .05 (no immediate 
double but some 
hits/dance) 

-.75 

    0 

     

Total    7.5 

 
Only 7.5 according to my reading but a marginal double according to XG. I think the 
issue here is that Blue is actually clearly ahead (although not by that much) in most 
non-crushing variations rather than equal. One thus needs to make a mental 



adjustment for such factors or perhaps this is a situation where one is not going to find 
the correct answer (according to XG) through this rule. 
 

 
 
Thus, this is not a rule that one can simply crank a handle and churn out the right 
answer every time. Backgammon positions have many subtleties that upset such a 
scheme but I think this rule is a useful weapon in one’s armoury. Particularly when 
under pressure, having such resources to check one’s sanity is invaluable! 


