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Defensive Signals: Discards 
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 

 

When we're out of the suit that's been led, we have to discard from a different suit.  We can use this discard as an opportunity to give a 

message: We either like the suit that we're discarding or we don't like the suit that we're discarding.  Specifically: 

• A high card says that we like the suit  

• A low card says that we don't like the suit 

  

What does it mean to like or not like a suit?  It depends on context:: 

• Earlier in the hand, when we expect partner to get in, partner may need help with deciding which suit to lead 

• Later in the hand when declarer is running a long suit, partner may need help with deciding which suit to protect 

 

So generally, a high discard means:  

• Partner, please lead this suit at your next opportunity 

 

But it may mean:  

• Partner, I have a stopper in this suit and I intend to hold onto it.  You don't need to worry about this suit and should protect a 

different one 

 

Or conversely, a low card says: 

• Partner, this is not a suit that I want you to lead.  Please lead a different suit; OR 

• Partner, I can't protect this suit.  I hope that you can. 

 

We try to make our discard signal as clear as possible as long as it's appropriate, affordable and available. 

• To give a positive signal, play as high a card as you can afford.  Don't give a positive signal with a high card that might become 

a trick 

• A positive signal is generally more useful than a negative signal.   

• Only give a positive signal if you actually want partner to lead that suit.  [ Not just, "I have a high card in this suit. ] 

• If you don't have a high card in a suit (say A32), it might be easier for partner to read the situation if you give a negative signal 

in a different suit 

 

A discard of an honor is special.  It promises the next honor down, that the honor is protected and denies the next higher honor.  This is 

only useful in specific situations, particularly in a suit contract, where you expect to get a limited number of tricks in the suit.  In addition, 

you generally need partner to lead that suit before the declarer can discard the suit. 

• An discard of an ace promises the king 

• The king promises the QJ and denies the A   

• The Q promises the JT9 and denies the K. 

 

A couple of additional thoughts:  

• It may be helpful to hold off on taking a winner in order to give your partner an opportunity to signal with a discard  

• In some cases, your signal is more useful to declarer than to partner.  For example, if declarer needs to guess the location of a 

queen, don't help declarer by pitching a small card in the suit. 


