
 

Copyright © 2021, David Taylor 

Defensive Signals: Count 
As we’ve seen, we’re at a disadvantage on defense, compared to declarer: We can only see half of the assets at our disposal.  We use the 

cards that we play as signals to give partner information about our hand in order to  help guide the defense. 

 

Remember that there are two necessary components that make defensive signaling effective, both of which require practice and discipline: 

• Giving appropriate signals to partner 

• Paying attention to partner’s cards  and acting on the messages that partner is sending 

 

There are a number of situations when it’s helpful for partner to know how many cards we have in a suit: 

• Maybe partner can give us a ruff 

• Maybe we can cut off access to good tricks in dummy when there are no side entries 

• Maybe partner will know whether her suit is set up 

 

Ultimately, good defense is about building a mental picture of the other hands and using that information to our advantage.  So whether or 

not knowing the specific number of cards in a specific suit is helpful, the information may help partner to build that mental picture. 

 

Playing in NT, picture this dummy: } 32 { 432  [ 432  ] KQJT9 

 

Let’s say that we have A32 in the club suit.  On which club trick should we take the A?  We want to take the A as soon as declarer is out of 

clubs.  Any sooner and declarer will be able to run the rest of the suit.  Any later and declarer will get one or two undeserved club tricks.  

This is an example of a situation where we want partner to tell us how many cards she has in clubs. 

 

When we show count, the first card we play in a suit says this: 

• High: I have an even number of cards 

• Low: I have an odd number of cards 

 

There are several situations when we show count: 

• We most often show count when declarer or dummy leads a new suit (2nd hand or 4th hand) and we’re playing a spot card 

• We show count is as 3rd hand when our attitude is known or irrelevant 

• We should also show count at a NT contract (not a suit contract) when partner leads a K.  This will help partner to know 

whether to or not to continue the suit 

 

There are other situations where we might show count but these are rare and we’ll worry about them in the future. 

 

Coming back to the example above: 

• When partner plays a high card on the 1st club (showing an even number), we’ll hold off on taking the A until the 3rd round.  

(Partner has 2 clubs and declarer has 3.  Could partner have 4 clubs?  Hopefully the context of the bidding and play will tell you 

that.)   

• When partner plays a low card on the 1st club (showing an odd number), we’ll take the A on the 2nd round.  (Partner has 3 

clubs and declarer has 2.) 

 

Count information is of particular use in specific situations (as we’ll see in examples).  BUT, you don't always know when your partner can 

make use of your count information. 

• You should get in the habit of playing count cards regularly 

• You should get in the habit of recognizing count cards played by your partner 

• Eventually this will become second nature 

• And eventually you will use the information to build a picture of the whole hand. 

 

 


