Attitude Signals

In this new series of articles on defensive signalling methods, I shall be looking at types of methods, the priority that should be given to them, and also when it is appropriate to use your agreed signalling system. In the first ten articles I shall look at signals in the suit being played. Then I look at discarding and how you can use your discards to convey information.

Your choice of signaling is a personal choice. I first look at ATTITUDE signals. 

Your priority as third hand is to try to win a trick, but what if you have no role to play in trick taking? Maybe your partner has led a card higher than any of yours, or declarer is winning the trick in dummy. Consider East’s play in the layouts in diagrams (i) and (ii). In each case declarer calls for dummy’s ♠A. The contract is 3NT.

Diagram (i)







♠ A 7 6



                     


♠3 led
♠ K 8 2


Diagram (ii)

                   ♠ A 7 6

♠Q led                          ♠ K 8 2

'Third hand high' clearly doesn't apply here because East is not trying to win the trick. However East cannot afford to relax. West will not know that East has the ♠K, so East has a duty to help him.
When a player contributes a card without hope of winning the trick the card played should be used to convey information to partner, a SIGNAL. An unnecessarily high card indicates that you like partner’s suit. Conversely a small card denies interest. Therefore in (i) and (ii) East follows suit with the ♠8. If East's spades had been ♠8-5-2 East would have shown lack of interest with the ♠2,

East may not necessarily have a card capable of sending a clear message. Change diagrams (i) and (ii) so that East has ♠K-4-2. He can only encourage feebly with the ♠4, An awake West should notice that the ♠2 is missing. Of course it would be counter-productive to play the ♠K as a signal to show that you like spades, You can signal only with cards that are clearly redundant for trick taking purposes. The main purpose of a high card is to win a trick, not make a signal.

Equally East can only discourage by playing the ♠8 from ♠9-8 and hope that West, examining it in the context of the other cards he can see, will not be misled.
Note the fallacy in the often quoted theory that:  'A 7 or higher is a high card and encourages, while a 6 or lower card discourages.' You can only use the cards you have. Any card should be seen as high or low in the context of other visible cards.

Suppose now that West, your partner, leads the ♥A against 4♠, you see ♥ Q-J-7 in dummy and you hold ♥9-3, Partner would not normally have led an unsupported ace, so the hearts may be as shown in diagram (iii).

Diagram (iii)




♥ Q J 7

♥ A K 6 5 2


♥ 9 3




♥ 10 8 4

You want to encourage West to play two more rounds of hearts because on the third round you can ruff away dummy’s ♥Q. Playing high-low with a doubleton is called a Peter. In practice Petering with a doubleton against a suit contract is an attitude signal (I like your lead, please continue) and a count signal (I have an even number).

Generally it is correct to Peter with a doubleton against a suit contract, but signals are only to be made with cards that have no trick taking purpose. For example, your partner leads side-suit ace against 4♠. It is rarely right to play the queen from doubleton queen.

The last example shows attitude signals at work. You lead your ♦A against 4♠. How should you continue if partner plays:

i)  ♦Q?          ii)   ♦J?       iii)  ♦10?       iv) ♦2?    



North



♠ Q 9 6 4



♥ 7 2



♦ 9 5



♣ A K Q J 10

West

♠  7 5 2

♥ A Q 8 3

♦ A K 4 3

♣  9 6

North
South

1♠
2♣

2♠
4♠
`
End
It is almost conceivable that partner has a trump trick, and given time declarer will undoubtedly draw trumps and discard losers on dummy’s solid clubs, therefore you need to take your tricks quickly. You need partner to hold the ♥K  (allowing you to cash four red suit tricks) or the ♦Q (so you can underlead your ♦K and receive a heart back through declarer’s ♥K).  Your partner’s signal on the ♦A should tell you.

i)   The ♦Q should promise the ♦J. You can safely underlead your ♦K at trick 2 to give partner the lead. Looking at dummy a heart switch should be obvious to him.

ii)  The ♦J suggests a diamond holding headed by the ♦J. It certainly denies the ♦Q as it is clearly right to play the highest card from a sequence. You can only cash the ♦K and ♥A and lead another heart, hoping partner has the ♥K.

iii)  The ♦10 looks encouraging. Partner won’t have the ♦J (otherwise he would have played it), but seems likely to have the ♦Q. Your best chance is to continue with a low diamond at trick 2.  

iv)  The ♦2 is discouraging. Cash the ♦K and try the ♥A followed by the ♥2 as your only chance.

One final point: even if you are playing count signals, after the sight of dummy it should be obvious to partner that you need an attitude signal. Discipline in signalling is vital: you simply cannot say: ‘I tell partner what he needs to know’, because too many cases are not clear. However when it is as clear as this you do need to be flexible. 

Count Signals

The signals we examined in the last article showed how you could tell  your partner whether you like or dislike his suit, hence the name Attitude Signals. Some partnerships prefer to use a signalling system based not on showing your partner whether you like or dislike his suit, but on showing him whether you have an odd or even number of cards in the suit, called Count Signals. In a later article I consider the advantages and disadvantages of each method of signalling, however give a little thought to your purpose of signalling when declarer is playing a suit. It is reasonable to assume that if declarer is playing a suit, you won't particularly like it. Whatever the merits or demerits of playing attitude signals when your side is playing a suit, playing count signals is clearly preferable on declarer's suit. With four small cards in the suit it is usual to play the second highest first, if only because you often cannot afford to part with your highest card.  With ♣10-7-5-2  start with the ♣7. 

Count signals are an integral part of counting declarer’s shape, a theme I covered in Bridge Plus in a series of articles a couple of years ago. However the following relatively mundane example demonstrates the need to know whether declarer started with an even or odd number of cards in a suit. 



North



♠ 9 7 2



♥ 8 6



♦ K Q J 3 2



♣ 8 5 4

West

♠ J 10 9 8

♥ A J 9 3

♦ A 7 5

♣ 3 2

North
South

2NT

3NT
End

Your ♠J lead loses to declarer’s ♠Q. Declarer switches to his ♦10, which you allow to hold. He continues with the ♦8.

If partner played the ♦9 on the ♦10 he either has an even number (clearly a doubleton) or the ♦9 was a singleton. If the ♦9 was a singleton it won’t matter what you do. If the ♦9 was the highest card from a doubleton then you must allow declarer to win this trick as well to cut him off from dummy.

If partner played the ♦4 on the ♦10 he either has an odd number (clearly three) or the ♦4 was a singleton. If the ♦4 was a singleton it won’t matter what you do, but if he started with three then declarer started with a doubleton and you can afford to take your ♦A now, holding declarer to one diamond trick. 

I hope you were watching which card partner played!

Incidentally, you might wonder whether declarer can muddle the defenders’ signals by which card he plays. I will return to this theme later.

However, frequently you need count when your side is playing the contract. In the hand below declarer has shown a long, solid minor with no ace or king outside so you know your partner has ♣A-K. 4♣ asked South to pass if his suit was clubs and 4♦ showed solid diamonds. You lead the ♠A. You need to cash your black suit tricks accurately, otherwise declarer will make seven trump tricks and three hearts. You are playing count signals. How do you defend if:

i)  Your partner follows to your ♠A with the ♠2 and declarer plays the ♠10?

ii)  Your partner follows to your ♠A with the ♠7 and declarer plays the ♠10?

iii)  Your partner follows to your ♠A with the ♠8 and declarer plays the ♠10?



North



♠ J 6 3



♥ A K Q 10



♦ 10 7 5



♣ J 5 4

West

♠ A K Q

♥ J 8 6 3

♦ 9 3

♣ Q 9 8 2

North
South



3NT


3NT shows a long solid minor suit
4♣

4♦
End

(i)  Partner’s ♠2 shows an odd number of spades, almost certainly five because declarer would be unlikely to open 3NT with four spades as well as seven diamonds. You should cash a second spade and switch to the ♣2. Partner will know to cash ♣A-K because the ♣2 is a fourth highest, and also because the fact that you cashed exactly two spades after his count signal suggests there were exactly two spades to cash. Declarer has:

♠ 10 4

♥ 9 4

♣ A K Q J 8 4 2
♣ 10 6 

(ii)  Partner’s ♠7 shows an even number. Could he have six? Not if your signalling is disciplined. You cannot see either the ♠8 or the ♠9. If partner had started with ♠ 9-8-7-5-4-2 he would have followed with the ♠8, his second highest. Therefore he has four and declarer has three so you must cash ♠A K Q before switching to a club. Declarer has:

♠ 10 8 4

♥ 9 4

♣ A K Q J 8 4 2
♣ 3.

(iii)  Partner’s  ♠8 shows an even number, but this time you don’t know  whether he has four or six. You don’t need to make any unilateral decision. Switch to your ♣2. Partner should be able to read this as a fourth highest so hopefully he will know how many clubs can be cashed. He will now cash ♣A-K and lead a club to your ♣Q. Declarer has:

♠ 10

♥ 9 4

♣ A K Q J 8 4 2
♣ 10 6 3

Whatever your system, declarer’s 3NT opening has told the whole world what honour cards he does or doesn’t hold. Attitude is clearly useless, but it must be obvious that West needs East to show count so both players should assume count signals apply.
