Counting Declarer’s Distribution
There are several ways to count declarer’s distribution, but the most accurate tend to be, (1) The Bidding, 

(2) Partner’s leads, (3) Partner’s Signals, (4) The Fall of the Cards, and (5) Common Sense. 
The bidding usually tells you the most about the makeup of Declarer’s hand. You must listen, you must infer, and you must know a little about bidding yourself to draw the proper inferences. Some simple examples:

South opens 3 Spades: Assume South has 7 spades

South opens 4 Spades: Assume South has 7-8 spades

South opens 2 Spades: Assume South has exactly 6 spades

South opens 1 Spade: The vast majority of the time, it will be a 5 card suit.

South

North
  1S

 1NT

You should assume South has 5 spades and 4 hearts until you hear or see otherwise.

  2H

 Pass



Without these assumptions, it is nearly impossible to play an intelligent defensive game. South may clarify his hand even more if given the opportunity to make more bids.

South

North
  1S

  2C

Presumably, South has shown 5 spades and four hearts. His delayed support in clubs

  2H

 2NT

strongly suggests exactly a 3 card holding. Thus, it can be reasonably inferred that

  3C

  3H

South started with 5-4-1-3 distribution. Furthermore, unless South is 5-5-0-3, there is

  4H

 Pass
 
an excellent chance that South is playing in a 4-3 heart fit.
In the above auction, North obviously doesn’t have 4 hearts (he would have raised immediately), and South might have rebid 3H (instead of 3C) to show a 5-5 major suit pattern, so you have a good idea, simply by looking at your hand, how many trumps your partner holds. Additionally, the moment the dummy comes down, you should have an accurate idea of everyone’s distribution at the table!

When the Opener rebids his suit, it is not always clear whether he holds a 5 card suit or a 6 card suit, but knowing the opponents’ system and keeping your ears open will help considerably.

A.
South

North


B.
South

North
 
  1S

 1NT



  1S   

   2H

  2S





  2S

In (A), South has skipped over 3 suits to rebid his own. This is a clear indication of a 6 card suit. In (B), South has not skipped over any suits, and in addition, he was forced to make a call. In this situation, it is not clear whether he holds more than 5 spades. It may simply be the bid telling the “least lie”.  This is the rule:

The more suits opener skips over to rebid his original suit, the more likely he is to have at least six of them. 
The reason for this rule is simply that good bidders do not skip over secondary four card suits to rebid their original sit unless it is a 6 card suit, and even then, it is optional.

South

North
  1S

  2C

What is South’s most likely distribution? Remember, Responder also assumes that

  2H

 2NT

the original major opening is a 5 card suit, so Opener does not rebid that suit unless 

  3S

  4S

he is no other option. In this sequence, South clearly has 6 spades and four hearts. 

Another inference (if South is a good bidder) is that South holds more than minimum opening count, since many players agree to play that 1S – 2H – 3S shows a better hand than 1S – 2S – 3H.  (That is, that minimum hands with 6-4 shape rebid the 6 card suit at first opportunity, while stronger hands introduce the 4 card side suit instead). 

Of course we are all familiar with sequences where opener bids two suits, but even these can be tricky if you are not listening carefully:

A.
South

North


B.
South

North
 
  1H

  1S



  1D   

  1S

  2D

 2NT



  2H

 2NT

  3D





  3H

In (A), South started with a higher ranking suit and rebid a lower ranking suit twice. South will usually have 5 hearts and 5 diamonds, although it is possible to have 6 hearts and 5 diamonds, or even 5 hearts and 6 diamonds with a hand not strong enough to reverse. At the very least it’s safe to assume 5 hearts and 5 diamonds. 

In (B), South started with a lower ranking suit and rebid a higher ranking suit twice. South cannot have 5-5 distri-

bution, or he would have opened 1H. When South reversed to 2H, he promised 5 diamonds (the first suit is always longer when you reverse), and 4 hearts. When he rebid hearts, he is showing at least 5 hearts, and thus 6 or more diamonds. Remember that with equal length suits, you always open the higher. When you reverse, your first suit is necessarily always longer than your second. Thus, most reverses show 4-5 shape, but might be 4-6, 5-6, 4-7, or 5-7
Jump rebids always promise six or seven card suits. Never five. 

South

North
  1H

  1S

South has at least 6 hearts, and if he had jumped to 4H, he likely would hold at least

  3H

 

seven.

Rebidding No Trump after opening a major does NOT deny a 5 card major. 

A.
South

North


B.
South

North
 
  1H

  2C



  1H   

  2C

  2NT

 3NT



 2NT

  3H

  
  Pass





 3NT

  Pass

In (A), the defenders should assume the South has 5 hearts and almost certainly 5-3-3-2 shape. In hand (B) however, South’s failure to go to game in his own suit, despite North’s promise of 3 card support and ruffing value somewhere (which is exactly what he should have for that call), the defenders should infer that either South has only four hearts, or that he suit is very weak.

Even when declarer makes a strong jump shift, the defenders should assume he has 5-4 distribution until they learn otherwise. 

South

North
  1S

 1NT

South is assumed to hold 5 spades and 4 hearts. 

  3H

  4H

What about minor suit openings? Naturally, it’s a bit tougher to gauge declarer’s distribution after a minor suit opening, particularly 1 Club, because of the possibility of a three card suit.  Now it becomes important to know something of your opponents’ system. Will they open a 4 card major? If they say “seldom” it means they won’t do it at gunpoint! Will they open a 3 card diamond suit? You are entitled to know these things. While it’s within the rules to inquire, if you have no intention of bidding regardless of the answer, it’s proper to wait until after the auction concludes to ask these questions, and of course only at your turn.

In general, assume a minor suit opening contains a four card suit. Furthermore, if it is rebid by a good player, he is almost always certain to have six. One of the reasons so few experts play a short club, is that they don’t feel the need to rebid the suit later to suggest holding 5. You will find that the average Flight C “club player” will rebid 5 card minors as quickly as possible to show partner it was not a short club or short diamond. You have to know your customers when it comes to making assumptions from the bidding.
South

North
  1C

  1D

The normal inference is that South does not have a 4 card major. Most good players  

 1NT

  

would not dream of skipping over a 4 card major on this sequence.

The above inference can be dangerous. Some players routinely skip over a 4 card major when their distribution is exactly 4-3-3-3 or 3-4-3-3.  Most often, it will be the player who believes himself to be the “stronger” of the partnership. Invariably, these tactics will lead to inferior results. If you get swindled for a poor result, take comfort that this pair is receiving “bottoms” far more often than “tops”.
The point is that if you are really serious about making reasonable distributional assumptions, it pays to know something about the peculiarities of the players involved.  Don’t be taken in by sequences like this:

South

North
  1C*

  1H

South does not have a short club! South must have 5 spades (to rebid them) and  

  1S

 1NT

therefore either five or more likely, six clubs! The fact that South bids his second

  2S
* Could be short

suit twice merely emphasizes the length of his first suit.

In fact, the more suit bidding that Opener does, the more distributional his hand rates to be, and the likelihood of a 1C opening being a short club is practically nil. 

South

North
  1C*

  1H

If South is bidding intelligently, his most likely distribution is 4 spades, 3 hearts,  

  1S

 1NT

1 diamond, and 5 clubs. A second possibility is 4-3-2-4. Notice that a 3 card club suit

  2H

  2S

is not even a consideration once South bids 3 suits. 

* Could be short
  

When a player bids three suits, he is short in the fourth suit, usually holding a singleton. It therefore stands to reason that his first suit cannot be a 3 carder, even if it is clubs.   A notable exception:

South

North

South’s raise of North’s second suit does not promise a singleton diamond. In fact, 
  1C

  1D

South might easily hold something like ♠AJTx, ♥KQxx, ♦ xx, ♣ Kxx

  1H
  
  1S

Note that you should be able to take it to the bank that South does not hold more than 
  2S



doubleton diamond. If they are playing short club however, South might hold 3. 

Many bidding sequences promise balanced hand patterns. For example, opening bids of 1NT, 2NT, and 3NT, or direct responses of 2NT or 3NT. The distribution of the No Trumper’s hand will invariably be either 4-3-3-3, 

4-4-3-2, or 5-3-3-2. Sometimes the bidding and/or partner’s lead will provide enough clues for an exact count:
South

North
 1NT

  2C

North’s 3S call (Smolen) promised 4 spades, 5 hearts, and values for game. South’s

  2D

  3S*

3NT call denied 3 hearts. His 2D response to Stayman denied 4 spades. Thus, South

 3NT

 Pass

can be assumed to hold 3-2 in the majors, and either 4-4 or 5-3 in the minors. 

 * Smolen


Sometimes, the opening lead will pinpoint the minor distribution immediately.
Partner’s leads can be very revealing.  We’ve seen before that when partner leads a deuce against a No Trump contract, and later turns up with a singleton in a side suit, that we can infer that his most likely distribution is 4-4-4-1.  We assume this because all things being equal, he would have probably led from a 5 card suit if he held one. Once you know partner’s distribution, you also know declarer’s.

South

North

Another Smolen hand. This time Opener has denied holding 3 spades (with 3NT) or
 1NT

  2C

4 hearts (with 2D).  Opener is marked with 2 spades and 3 hearts. Now assume that
  2D

  3H*

partner leads the ♣ 2. You hold  ♣ A9 and dummy has ♣ 84.  Partner has 4 clubs and
 3NT

* Smolen
you and dummy each have two – leaving declarer with 5 clubs.
Granted, not every auction and lead will provide such precise detail, but in the example above, declarer can be reasonably assumed (if he has not concealed a 3 card spade holding), to hold exactly 2-3-3-5.  Note that once declarer’s distribution is unveiled, partner’s exact distribution can be worked out as well. 

South

North

Suppose that early the hand, declarer turns up with a doubleton diamond. It’s a

1NT

  2C

reasonable assumption that he is 3-3-2-5. (He has denied a 4 card major, and
 2D

 3NT

is unlikely to open 1NT with two doubletons). 
If the Responder becomes the declarer, new distributional inferences become available:

A.
South

North


B.
South

North
 
  1D

  1H



  1D   

  1H

  2H

 Pass



  2H

  4H

What can be inferred about North’s heart length? In (A), we can’t tell for sure how many hearts responder has; only that he has a weak-ish hand. In (B) you should assume that North has at least 5 hearts, since he would be unlikely to commit the partnership to game in a major suit with fewer than 8 trumps. (Opener’s raise in most logical systems can be made with either 3 or 4 card support.)
If Opener’s raise guarantees four hearts (in some systems it does – or perhaps the partnership plays support doubles and there was interference), then responder might only have a four card suit. Once again, it’s something you need to know about the system your opponents are playing.

When Responder receives a major suit raise, and then branches off into No Trump, it’s a strong inference that his major suit is only four cards in length. 

South

North
  1C

  1H

North has four hearts and South has 3. If South returns to 3H you can be sure the 

  2H

 2NT

opponents are playing in a 4-4 fit, regardless of whether North passes or continues

 3NT



to 4H. 

It is of the utmost importance to know how many trumps the opponents have between them when defending a suit contract.
A.
South

North

    B.
South

North

C.
South

North
 
  1C

  1S

 
   1C

  1S


  1C

   1S

  2C

  2H


   2C

  3S


  2C

   2H

  
  




 




 2NT

   3C

In (A), North can be presumed to have 5 spades and 4 hearts. Figure South

   3S

   4S

for at least 5 clubs, and probably 6. In (B), North rates to have 6, or perhaps 

7 spades.  In (C), North has 5 spades, 4 hearts, 3 clubs, and 1 diamond. It is also very likely that they a

are playing in a 5-2 spade fit, as South would have certainly supported sooner if he held 3 card spade support. 















