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Active vs Passive Defence



Active vs Passive Defence

• Passive – attempting to not give away 
tricks by ‘doing nothing’ and waiting for 
your tricks

• Active – trying to take tricks while you 
can, or actively trying to deny declarer 
taking tricks 

• Active is far more common than Passive



Examples of Active Defence 

• Trying to get a ruff
• Cashing your tricks before declarer discards his losers in the suit
• Forcing declarer to ruff so that they run out of trumps
• Leading trumps to stop declarer ruffing in dummy (or in hand)
• Knocking out an entry to dummy (or hand) before declarer is ready 

to use it
• Getting an uppercut (by ruffing) or ruffing a winner so that declarer 

can’t use it
• Forcing declarer or dummy to ruff with a high trump (or even a low 

trump so declarer can’t finesse) thereby promoting one of yours
• Pretending to do one of the above to fool declarer
• Setting up a long suit in no trumps 



Passive Defence 

The idea of passive defence is essentially to 
avoid leading from a tenace where that will give 
a trick away and avoid leading a suit that will 
expose partner’s holding where they otherwise 
may have won a trick (example they have the 
queen).  



Examples of Passive Defence 

Some less common examples of defending passively 
are 

• avoiding a ruff and sluff, 

• avoiding playing suits declarer or dummy can ruff 
(where that gains a trick, e.g. eloping),

• avoiding playing suits that give declarer an extra 
(and needed) entry to dummy or hand

• avoiding playing a suit that allows declarer to 
finesse 



Passive Defence 

This is typically achieved by

• leading solid suits

• leading from nothing suits where we can’t expose 
partner’s holding (e.g. leading through strength)

• leading suits we know are safe – (e.g. we know 
declarer is down to 1 or 0 in the suit and it can’t help 
them to ruff)

• leading suits where declarer has already all the tricks

• leading trumps where partner won’t have a trick (they 
are marked with small cards)



Active Defence 

Forcing Declarer to Ruff



Active Defence 

Leading trumps to stop dummy ruffing



Active Defence 

Knocking out an entry to dummy



Active Defence 

Forcing declarer to ruff to promote your trumps



Active Defence 

Promoting trumps via an upper cut



Passive Defence 

Defending passively



Passive Defence 



Passive Defence 



Passive Defence 

Good time to defend passively is on lead 

• we don’t know what suits we need to attack

• if we have lots of points partner won’t have 
any to help is e.g. on lead to a grand slam 

• After the following auction, what to lead with
x AJxx Qxxx KJxx



Passive or Active Defence 

When to go active and when to go passive? 

• Against a NT contract go active (very rarely right to 
go passive, exception 6NT/7NT but even then...) 

• Set up tricks or cash tricks when dummy has a 
long strong suit that will provide discards

• Lead trumps when declarer has a side suit that he 
would like to ruff, or when dummy is marked with 
a shortage (e.g. they’ve shown a 3 suiter)



Passive or Active Defence 

• Get ruffs when you don’t have natural trump 
tricks – good when you have trump control, 
partner has entries and you have suits that 
don’t need setting up - e.g.



Passive or Active Defence 

• Force declarer to ruff when you have long trumps (usually 4 or 
more)

If none of the above applies, and nothing else stands out (e.g. 
knocking out an entry to dummy) then maybe you should defend 
passively.  

But generally it pays to defend actively – there is almost always 
something you need to be doing in defence (especially against No 
Trumps) 



Hands from the
Spring National Open Teams 





Active defence required – need to take 
your tricks when dummy has a long suit 
that will provide discards.





Active defence required – where one 
defender is long in trumps, consider a 
forcing defence: forcing declarer to ruff 
until he runs out of trumps.





• Passive defence required – don’t attack 
dummy’s long suit (by “attack” I mean cash 
tricks or attempt to set up tricks).

• If tricks can’t disappear there’s no need to be 
active.





• Passive defence required – if tricks can’t 
disappear there’s no need to be active.
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