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IntRoduCtIon

Planning a defense is not as easy as planning the play of a contract. Although 
you can see twenty-six cards once dummy goes down, they are not the total assets 
belonging to your side. Helpful clues arrive from various sources. The bidding 
often assists you, and partner’s opening lead will provide further information. So 
will his subsequent plays and signals, as well as the line of play chosen by declarer. 
Constantly, throughout the defense, you will need to count the shape of the hands, 
the number of points declarer and your partner hold, how many tricks declarer has 
and how many possible tricks you can see for the defense.

Does this sound like a bundle of fun? Perhaps your answer is ‘You must be 
joking!’ It is sometimes hard work, yes, but this makes it all the more satisfying when 
you find the only way to beat a contract.

Each chapter contains examples of successful defenses on a particular theme. 
Every deal ends with a condensed version of the defensive plan that you should 
make. The end-of-chapter ‘Remember these points’ section serves as an aide-memoire 
and is followed by several quiz questions on the topic.

Many players can play a hand well as declarer. Considerably fewer have mastered 
the techniques of defending accurately. Join their ranks and you will be in demand 
as a partner!

Barbara and David
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Many thanks indeed to Tom Anderson, who very kindly checked an early draft of 
this book for us. In addition to his accurate proofchecking, he made many valuable 
suggestions.
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1
fouR tyPes of sIgnAl

You may have your own ideas about signals and discards. That is just fine. If you 
are comfortable with one particular method and it works well for you, by all means 
continue to use it. For the purposes of this book, we will suggest the following 
scheme, widely adopted around the world. It applies against both suit and notrump 
contracts.

•	 When partner leads a suit, you will generally give an attitude signal (a high card 
encourages, a low card discourages)

•	 When declarer leads a suit, you may give a count signal (a high card shows an 
even number of cards, a low card shows an odd number).

•	 In certain situations where neither an attitude signal nor a count signal would 
be useful, you can use a suit-preference signal. A high card shows interest in 
the higher of the other suits (never trumps). A low card shows interest in the 
lower suit.

•	 When you are discarding, a low card will show that you are not interested in 
that suit. A high one will show interest in the suit.

(A good number of players use ‘upside-down’ attitude signals, where a low card 
encourages and a high card discourages. There are also upside-down count signals, 
where a high card shows an odd number of cards, a low card shows an even number. 
While other methods have their merits, in this book we will assume that standard 
signals are being played.)
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2
AttItude sIgnAls

There are two situations when you will have the chance to give an attitude signal:
•	 Your partner has led an ace, king or queen
•	 Your partner has led a low card and the next hand has won the trick

sIgnAlIng when PARtneR hAs led the ACe, kIng oR Queen
Let’s look first at some contracts played with a trump suit. Take the West cards here:

    K 7
    Q 9 7 2
    A K Q 7
    10 5 4
  8 5 3    A 10 9 4 2
  10 5 3    J
  10 9 3    8 5 4 2
  A K J 3 

N 
W E 

S   9 8 2
    Q J 6
    A K 8 6 4
    J 6
    Q 7 6

 West North East South
    1
 pass 2NT pass 4
 all pass

North’s Jacoby 2NT shows at least a sound game-raise in hearts. South has no 
slam interest and signs off in game. You lead the A and partner plays the 2 (a 
discouraging attitude signal). What is your defensive plan?

It would make little sense to continue with the K when partner has told you 
that he does not hold the Q. Declarer would then make a trick with the queen. 
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The best chance of beating the game will be to score three club tricks and one other 
winner in partner’s hand. You must look for an entry to partner’s hand, so he can 
return a club through declarer’s Q.

Since you can see all the high diamonds in dummy, you should switch to a spade 
at Trick 2. You lead a high spot card (the 8) to tell partner that you have no honor 
in the suit. East wins with the A and returns a club. You make two more tricks in 
that suit, and the game is one down.

Suppose partner held Q92 instead. He would encourage a club continuation 
by playing the 9 at Trick 1. You would continue with king and another club, taking 
the first three tricks.

DEFENSIVE PLAN (West): Partner’s 2 is a low card, a 
discouraging attitude signal telling me that South holds the Q. 
I will switch to a spade, hoping that partner can win and return 
a club to my KJ.

This next example shows a common situation where you have led a king against a 
trump contract:

    6 4 2
    A 9 5 2
    Q 9 6
    Q 9 5
  K Q 10 5    9 8 3
  10 6    8 4
  10 7 3 2    J 8 4
  K J 7 

N 
W E 

S   A 10 8 4 2
    A J 7
    K Q J 7 3
    A K 5
    6 3

 West North East South
    1
 pass 2 pass 4
 all pass

You lead the K, partner plays the 3 (an attitude signal) and declarer plays the 7. 
What is your defensive plan?

The lead of a king suggests that you hold the queen also. Your partner would 
give you a high attitude signal if he held an honor touching your honors (the A or 
J here). When he plays the 3 and your K wins the trick, you know that declarer 
holds the AJ. Declarer has held up his ace, hoping that you will continue the suit 
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and give him two spade tricks. Your partner’s discouraging attitude signal prevents 
you from falling into declarer’s trap. You will switch passively to a trump, giving 
nothing away, and declarer will then lose two tricks in each black suit, going one 
down.

DEFENSIVE PLAN (West): Partner’s 3 attitude signal is a low 
card (discouraging). A spade continuation will run round to 
declarer’s AJ, giving away a trick. I will switch to another suit, 
and a trump looks the safest bet.

whICh CARds ARe hIgh, whICh ARe low?
A good question to ask is: ‘Which cards are considered to be high and which are 
low?’ You will hear some inexperienced players saying: ‘We play 6 or lower as 
discouraging, 7 or higher as encouraging.’ This makes little sense because you can 
signal only with the cards that you were dealt!

Suppose this was the spade situation on that last deal:

    6 4 2

  K Q 10 5   9 8 7

    A J 3

Again, East wants to discourage a spade continuation, but he has only the 9, 8 and 
7 available. How should you read the situation when East plays the 7 and declarer 
the 3? You can see what nonsense it would be to read the 7 as encouraging. You 
can see the 6, 5, 4, 3 and 2 of the suit, so you know that the 7 is East’s lowest spade. 
It is therefore a discouraging signal and you should not continue spades.

Let’s look at one more spade position:

    7 6 4

  K Q 10 5   J 3 2

    A 9 8

You lead the K and this time East wants to encourage because he has a touching 
honor. He plays his highest available spot card, the 3. Whether declarer plays the 
A or the 8, you must bear in mind that the 2 is missing and East’s 3 might well 
be intended as an encouraging card.
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look At the otheR suIts befoRe sIgnAlIng
You must sometimes look beyond the suit led before deciding whether to encourage 
a continuation. Look at this deal:

    Q 9 4
    J 7 5
    K 10 7
    A K J 7
  7 2    6 3
  A K 10    Q 9 8 4 2
  6 4 3 2    A Q 9 5
  10 8 5 3 

N 
W E 

S   9 2
    A K J 10 8 5
    6 3
    J 8
    Q 6 4

 West North East South
  1 pass 1
 pass 1NT pass 4
 all pass

You are sitting East and your partner leads the A. He is expecting an attitude 
signal. What is your plan for the defense?

You expect partner to hold the AK and you hold the Q. Perhaps it seems 
right to play the 9, an encouraging signal. See what may happen if you do. West 
continues with king and another heart. Declarer ruffs the third round and draws 
trumps. He then plays four rounds of clubs, discarding a diamond loser, and makes 
the game.

Here you can see that two hearts and two diamonds may beat the contract. You 
should therefore play the 2 at Trick 1, a discouraging signal. Expecting declarer to 
hold the Q, your partner will switch to diamonds. You take two tricks in diamonds 
and return a heart for one down.

DEFENSIVE PLAN (East): To score two diamond tricks, I will 
need partner to lead the suit. I will therefore discourage a heart 
continuation by playing the 2.
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enCouRAgIng wIth A doubleton
Against a suit contract there is one common situation where partner may play an 
encouraging high card when he does not hold a touching honor:

    Q 10 6 2
    A 9
    K 9 6 2
    Q 9 5
  8    9 7 3
  J 8 6 3    K 10 7 5 2
  Q 7 3    J 8 4
  A K J 7 2 

N 
W E 

S   10 4
    A K J 5 4
    Q 4
    A 10 5
    8 6 3

 West North East South
    1
 pass 3 pass 4
 all pass

You are sitting East and see your partner lead the A. Such a lead would make little 
sense unless it was from an AK combination. Since you have a doubleton, you would 
like West to continue clubs and give you a ruff. You therefore give an encouraging 
attitude signal with the 10. West continues with king and another club and you 
ruff the third round. What then?

A switch to either red suit could easily give a trick away, allowing declarer to 
make the contract. You should look for a safe return, playing back a trump. Declarer 
can then set up a diamond to discard a heart but will go one down.

As you see, a diamond switch at Trick 4 would give away the contract. Declarer 
could then score four diamond tricks and discard his heart loser. A heart switch from 
the king would have cost if declarer held Qxx Ax.

DEFENSIVE PLAN (East): Partner has surely led from the AK. 
Since I will be able to ruff a third round of clubs, I will play the 
10 on the first round to encourage a club continuation. After 
taking the ruff, I will exit safely with a trump.

It’s time for a word of warning. If you freely give an encouraging signal when holding 
the queen and partner has led from the ace-king, this may work poorly here:



Chapter 2: Attitude signals   |  17  

    J 7 6 2

  A K 10 3   Q 8 4

    9 5

Partner leads the A against, say, a major-suit game. If you encourage with the 8, 
he will not know whether you hold 84 or Q84. If he places you with a doubleton 
and continues with the K, declarer will be able to ruff a third round of the suit to 
bring down your Q. Dummy’s J will score an undeserved trick and this may give 
away the contract.

To avoid this unwelcome situation, when dummy holds some length and there 
is a risk of giving declarer an extra trick you should only encourage with a doubleton.

A sPeCIAl sIgnAl
When partner leads from an ace-king combination and you hold the queen and 
jack, you will have the chance to make a special signal. When you play the queen 
under partner’s ace, you promise the jack (or a singleton queen). This tells partner 
that if he wishes to get you on lead, he can next lead a low card to your jack. Such 
a signal would work well here:

    10 6
    Q 9 3
    9 6 4
    Q J 9 5 3
  A K 8 5    Q J 9 3
  6 2    10 7 5
  A 8 7 2    Q J 10 3
  7 6 2 

N 
W E 

S   10 4
    7 4 2
    A K J 8 4
    K 5
    A K 8

 West North East South
    1
 pass 2 pass 4
 all pass

West leads the A and East signals with the Q, showing that he holds the queen 
and jack. Two spade tricks and two diamonds will beat the game, but on this layout 
diamonds have to be led from the East hand.
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Instead of playing the K next, West leads the 5 to partner’s J. The return of 
the Q then gives the defenders two tricks in that suit and beats the contract.

DEFENSIVE PLAN (East): Partner has surely led from the AK. 
I will make the special signal of the Q to indicate possession of 
the QJ and give partner the option of underleading the K on 
the second round of spades. A spade to the jack and a Q switch 
beats the contract.

Since playing the queen under partner’s ace promises the jack, you will not play 
high-low from Qx. Suppose the spade suit lies like this:

    10 8 6

  A K 9 5   Q 3

    J 7 4 2

West leads the A against a heart contract. If you mistakenly play the Q, West 
might lead the 5 next in the expectation that you hold the J.

However, if the jack is in dummy, you can play the queen from a doubleton 
without any risk of confusing partner:

    J 8 6

  A K 7 4 2   Q 3

    10 9 5

West leads the A and you play the Q. This is known to be from a doubleton (or 
singleton), so West continues with king and another spade to deliver the ruff.
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