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How Do I Count? 
There’s a lot to counting at bridge.  We’ll just touch on the basics here.  Note that counting is not a natural-born talent that some people 

have and others don’t have.  It’s just a skill that anyone can develop with a little practice and a little bit of work on each hand. 

 

Basic counting starts with recognizing hand shapes.  We know that each hand starts with 13 cards and (up to) 4 suits.  If we have 2 spades, 3 

hearts and 4 diamonds in our hand, we must also have 4 clubs.  We say that our shape is “2344”, listing the suits in suit-rank order.  A hand 

with 3 spades, 5 hearts, 1 diamond and 4 clubs would be “3514”.   

 

Similarly, we know that each suit has 13 cards that reside in 4 hands.  If an opponent opens a weak 2 spades (for instance) we can assume 

that they have 6.  (We would say that we “play them” for 6; they might have made an unusual bid with 5 or 7 spades but they normally 

have 6.)  If I as declarer have 3 and dummy has 1, we expect the other opponent to have 3.  So the spade suit is distributed 6133 around the 

table. 

 

A good exercise is to practice by starting with 3 digits and filling in the last one.  Say to yourself (for example): “722” and answer with “2” to 

arrive at a total of 13.  Or say “322” and complete the pattern with “6”. 

 

You can practice at the bridge table by focusing on the primary suit: trump at a suit contract, or the long suit at NT.  As you practice, 

counting will become more familiar and you will start to track other suits as well. 

 

Start with the 2 known hands, your hand and dummy’s.  Let’s say that you’re declaring with hearts as trump and you have 5 and dummy has 

3.  Important: Make a mental note of the starting position!  The 5 missing hearts will normally split 3-2 between the two opponents but 

sometimes 4-1 and occasionally 5-0.  As you play each round, note whether each opponent follows.  For opponent that follows, you can 

subtract from the number missing: 

• Initially, 5 are missing 

• If everyone follows to round 1, then 3 are missing 

• If one person shows out on round 2, then 2 are left, and we know where they are. 

 

It may be difficult for a while but the goal is to start building a picture of the hidden hands as more information becomes available.  For ex-

ample: Your left-hand opponent (LHO) opened a weak 2S then showed out of hearts on the 2nd round.  With 6 spades and 1 heart, she 

must have 6 cards in the minors.  Let’s say that she led a high spot card in clubs, say the 9.  It seems likely that her club is doubleton (leading 

high from 2 small) or singleton.  If that’s the case, then she will have 4 diamonds, or maybe 5.  Her shape will be either 6142 or 6151.  Based 

on the number of clubs and diamonds in your hand and dummy’s, you may well be able to deduce the exact or near-exact shape of your 

other opponent.  This type of thinking can often lead to the correct line of play of the hand, or at least improve your odds of maximizing 

your results on the hand. 

 

Similarly, we know that there are 40 high-card points (HCPs) divided among the 4 hands and we have basic expectations about how our 

opponents bid.   

 

Here are a couple of examples: 

• Let’s say that we have 25 HCPs between our hand as declarer and dummy’s hand and our opponent has opened a weak-2 

(showing ~5 to 10 HCPs).  If that opponent leads the A of their suit promising the K, then we can expect that our other oppo-

nent will have most of the rest of the HCPs, ~6-8 (40 total HCPs minus our 25 HCPs minus 7 for the AK of the suit lead).   

• If an opponent passes as dealer and shows up with 3 kings in the course of playing the hand, we “know” that a missing king or 

ace will be in the other hand.  Otherwise the dealer would have opened the bidding. 

• If you play the hand after an opponent opens 1NT, then you should play that opponent for most of the HCPs (15 to 17 of them, 

anyway), so you should run your finesses through that person. 

 

Again, these are examples of the type of thinking that you can develop to make deductions about your opponents’ hands and improve your 

odds. 


