
An Assessment of Binary Options Trading for Retail Investors 
1. Introduction 
This report addresses the potential for generating income through trading binary 
options, a query often posed by retail investors seeking accessible trading 
opportunities. While the prospect of profit exists in theory, a thorough analysis reveals 
that the practical reality of binary options trading is characterized by extreme risks, 
significant structural disadvantages for the trader, and pervasive fraudulent activity, 
particularly within the unregulated segments of the market. 

This analysis provides a comprehensive examination of binary options, drawing upon 
information from financial market data, regulatory guidance, and expert sources. It 
covers the fundamental mechanics of these instruments, investigates their potential 
profitability against documented risks, reviews common trading strategies and their 
limitations, analyzes the statistical probability of success for retail investors, identifies 
major dangers including financial loss and scams, examines the global regulatory 
status, highlights warnings from financial authorities, and explores alternative trading 
vehicles. 

The tone of this report is objective and analytical, yet it must be strongly cautionary. 
Binary options are highly speculative financial instruments, frequently compared to 
gambling by regulators and financial experts.1 They are associated with significant 
investor protection concerns, leading to widespread regulatory bans and restrictions 
in major financial jurisdictions worldwide.2 Understanding these warnings is critical 
before considering any involvement with these products. 
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2. Understanding Binary Options: Mechanics and Structure 
2.1. What is a Binary Option? 

A binary option is a type of financial derivative contract whose payoff depends 
entirely on the outcome of a "yes/no" proposition.2 This proposition typically relates to 
whether the price of an underlying asset will be above or below a specific price level 
at a predetermined time, or whether a certain event will occur.5 The name "binary" 
stems from the two possible outcomes: either the option holder receives a fixed 
payout, or they receive nothing (or lose their entire investment).26 

The underlying reference for a binary option can be diverse, including individual 
stocks, stock market indices, foreign currency (forex) pairs, commodities like gold or 
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oil, or even specific economic events like interest rate decisions or unemployment 
figures.5 These instruments are also known by other names, such as "all-or-nothing 
options," "digital options" (particularly in forex and interest rate markets), or "fixed 
return options (FROs)".2 

Crucially, trading binary options does not grant the holder any ownership rights or the 
possibility of taking a position in the underlying asset itself, unlike traditional "vanilla" 
options.6 Binary options are, in this sense, purely speculative instruments designed for 
wagering on price direction or event outcomes within a defined period.24 

2.2. How Trading Works: The Mechanics 

Trading binary options involves several key components: 

●​ Underlying Asset/Event: The reference point for the bet (e.g., EUR/USD 
exchange rate, Apple stock price, weekly jobless claims).6 

●​ Strike Price: A predetermined price level set by the platform or chosen by the 
trader. The outcome depends on whether the underlying asset's price finishes 
above or below this level at expiration.5 

●​ Expiry Time/Date: The specific moment when the option contract expires and 
the outcome is determined. Expiry times can range from extremely short-term 
(e.g., 60 seconds or five minutes) to hourly, daily, or weekly.1 

●​ Trade Direction: The trader must predict the outcome relative to the strike price 
at expiry. Buying ("Call" or "Up") typically represents a bet that the price will be 
above the strike price. Selling ("Put" or "Down") typically represents a bet that the 
price will be at or below the strike price.2 

The process generally involves selecting the asset, choosing an expiry time, 
identifying the strike price offered, and then placing a buy or sell order based on the 
prediction.24 On regulated U.S. exchanges like Nadex, the price of a binary option 
contract itself fluctuates between $0 and $100 prior to expiration.2 This price reflects 
the market's collective assessment of the probability that the option will expire 
"in-the-money" (i.e., the prediction will be correct). As market conditions change or 
the perceived probability shifts, the bid and ask prices for the binary option contract 
will move up or down.5 A price closer to $100 suggests a high perceived probability of 
success for a buyer, while a price closer to $0 suggests a low probability. A price near 
$50 indicates market uncertainty.5 

Unlike traditional options, binary options typically exercise automatically at the 
moment of expiration.26 The trader does not need to make a separate decision to 
exercise. The resulting profit or loss is automatically credited or debited to the 



trader's account.24 Some platforms, notably regulated exchanges like Nadex, may 
allow traders to close their position before the official expiry time.2 This could involve 
selling an option that was bought, or buying back an option that was sold, potentially 
locking in a smaller profit if the price has moved favorably, or cutting losses if the 
price has moved adversely.5 However, closing early typically results in a payout 
different from the fixed $0 or $100 settlement at expiry.5 

2.3. The "All-or-Nothing" Payout Structure 

The defining characteristic of a binary option is its discontinuous, all-or-nothing 
payoff profile.2 

●​ If the trader's prediction is correct at the time of expiration (the option finishes 
"in-the-money"), they receive a predetermined, fixed payout.1 On regulated US 
exchanges, this settlement value is typically $100 per contract.2 The profit is the 
settlement value ($100) minus the price paid for the option contract.5 On many 
offshore platforms, the payout is often expressed as a percentage of the initial 
investment, commonly ranging from 60% to 90%.1 For example, a $100 
investment with a 70% payout would yield a $70 profit if successful.24 

●​ If the trader's prediction is incorrect at expiration (the option finishes 
"out-of-the-money"), the trader loses their entire initial investment amount 
placed on that specific trade.1 On regulated US exchanges, the option settles at 
$0, resulting in the loss of the premium paid.2 On platforms using percentage 
payouts, the loss is 100% of the wagered amount.1 Some offshore brokers might 
offer a small "out-of-money reward" (e.g., 5-15%), but the loss still vastly 
outweighs any potential gain.2 

This structure leads to clearly defined, or "capped," risk and reward per trade.5 The 
maximum potential loss is the amount invested, and the maximum potential profit is 
fixed from the outset. For example, if a trader buys a Nadex binary option contract for 
$44.50, their maximum risk is $44.50 (if it settles at $0), and their maximum potential 
profit is $55.50 ($100 settlement - $44.50 cost).5 The total potential value ($100) is 
split between the buyer and the seller, making it a zero-sum game between 
participants on the exchange.5 

While the basic "High/Low" (or Call/Put) binary option is most common, more complex 
variations exist, such as "Cash-or-Nothing" versus "Asset-or-Nothing" 2, "One-Touch" 
(pays if a price level is hit before expiry), "No-Touch" (pays if a level is not hit), 
"Range/Boundary" (pays if price stays within or breaks out of a range), and "Pairs" 
(bets on the relative performance of two assets).28 These exotic types add layers of 



complexity but fundamentally retain the binary payout characteristic.44 

The fixed, discrete nature of the payout distinguishes binary options significantly from 
traditional financial instruments where profit or loss typically scales with the 
magnitude of the price change. This structure inherently favors short-term 
speculation, as the size of the price movement beyond the strike price becomes 
irrelevant to the final payout.3 While the concept of "capped risk" is often presented as 
an advantage 5, this perspective can be misleading. Given the high probability of 
experiencing the maximum loss on any single trade (due to the inherent odds and 
payout structure discussed later), "capped risk" often simply describes the most likely 
outcome rather than a genuine safety feature. 

3. The Profitability Question: Can Retail Traders Consistently 
Make Money? 
The allure of binary options often lies in their apparent simplicity and the promise of 
high, rapid returns. However, a closer examination of the mathematical structure, 
empirical evidence of trader performance, and the nature of the brokerage market 
reveals significant obstacles to consistent profitability for retail investors. 

3.1. Advertised Returns vs. Mathematical Reality 

Binary options platforms frequently advertise high potential returns, often ranging 
from 60% to 90% on a single winning trade.3 While these figures appear attractive, 
they mask a critical underlying issue: the concept of negative expected return. 

Financial regulators like the U.S. Commodity Futures Trading Commission (CFTC) and 
the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) have explicitly warned that the payout 
structure of many binary options is designed such that the expected return on 
investment is negative for the customer, even assuming a 50/50 chance of winning.27 
This occurs because the potential loss on an incorrect prediction (typically 100% of 
the investment) significantly outweighs the potential profit on a correct prediction 
(e.g., 70% of the investment).27 

Consider a simple example: a trader makes many $100 bets with a 70% payout for a win and a 
100% loss for a loss. If they win 50% of the time and lose 50% of the time, their average 
result per trade is: 
(0.50×$70 profit)+(0.50×−$100 loss)=$35−$50=−$15 
This negative expectation of -$15 per trade means that, over time, the trader is statistically 
likely to lose money unless they can achieve a win rate significantly above 50% to overcome 
this built-in disadvantage.27 The European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA) also 
identified a "structurally negative expected return" as a key reason for banning binary options 



for retail clients.12 
This structure effectively creates a "house edge," similar to casino games, where the 
odds are inherently stacked in favor of the platform or broker.2 Furthermore, 
regulators caution that some platforms may deliberately overstate the average return 
on investment in their marketing materials, making the prospects seem more favorable 
than they are.2 

3.2. Statistical Evidence: Retail Trader Performance 

The mathematical disadvantage inherent in the payout structure is borne out by 
empirical data on retail trader performance. Regulatory bodies worldwide have 
consistently found that the vast majority of retail clients lose money trading binary 
options and similar speculative products. 

●​ The Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC) found in reviews 
conducted in 2017 and 2019 that approximately 80% of retail clients lost money 
trading binary options.10 Before implementing its ban, ASIC observed aggregate 
net losses of $14 million for retail clients over just 13 months, with 74-77% of 
active clients losing money.20 ASIC estimated net losses of around $490 million in 
2018 alone before the market size reduced due to earlier warnings.19 

●​ ESMA, in its justification for intervention measures, cited analyses from national 
competent authorities across the EU showing that 74-89% of retail accounts 
typically lose money trading Contracts for Difference (CFDs), a similarly complex 
speculative product often offered alongside binaries. ESMA also noted consistent 
losses on retail clients' accounts specifically for binary options.16 

●​ Broker disclosures for CFDs in the UK often state that around 70% or more of 
retail investor accounts lose money.35 

Studies examining retail trader behavior in related complex markets, such as futures, 
also tend to show overall negative performance, often attributed to factors like poor 
timing, contrarian strategies that fail, overconfidence, and lack of financial literacy.47 
This body of evidence strongly contradicts the marketing narratives often employed 
by fraudulent platforms, which suggest easy profits are attainable.4 

3.3. The Broker's Role: Counterparty Risk and Conflict of Interest 

A critical factor influencing profitability, particularly on unregulated platforms, is the 
role of the broker. In many instances, especially outside of regulated exchanges, the 
binary options provider acts as the direct counterparty to the client's trade.7 This 
means the broker is essentially taking the other side of the bet; if the trader wins, the 
broker loses, and if the trader loses, the broker profits directly.43 



This arrangement creates a fundamental conflict of interest. Unlike traditional 
brokers who typically earn commissions regardless of trade outcomes, these 
counterparty brokers have a direct financial incentive to see their clients lose money. 
This incentive structure underpins many of the fraudulent practices reported to 
regulators, such as manipulating price feeds or expiry times to ensure client losses, 
refusing to pay out winning trades, or denying withdrawal requests.1 

While regulated exchanges like Nadex mitigate direct counterparty risk through 
central clearing mechanisms and collateralization requirements 5, the vast majority of 
online binary options trading occurs on unregulated, often offshore, platforms where 
such protections are absent.1 On these platforms, the trader is not only battling 
unfavorable odds but potentially an adversary who benefits from their failure. 

The combination of the negative expected return embedded in the product's payout 
structure and the inherent conflict of interest when the broker acts as the 
counterparty creates a formidable structural barrier to consistent profitability for retail 
traders. Success requires not only exceptional prediction skill to overcome the 
mathematical disadvantage but also finding a platform that operates fairly – a 
significant challenge in the largely unregulated offshore market. The consistently high 
loss rates reported globally are not merely statistical anomalies or solely the result of 
poor trading skills; they reflect systemic issues inherent in the product and its 
common distribution channels. 

4. Common Trading Strategies and Their Limitations 
Despite the unfavorable odds and inherent risks, various trading strategies are often 
promoted as ways to potentially profit from binary options. These strategies generally 
aim to improve the accuracy of predictions regarding short-term price movements, 
thereby attempting to overcome the negative expectancy built into the payout 
structure. They typically fall into two broad categories: technical analysis and 
fundamental analysis.28 

4.1. Overview of Strategy Approaches 

●​ Technical Analysis: This approach involves analyzing historical price charts and 
using mathematical indicators to identify patterns, trends, support/resistance 
levels, and potential reversal points.28 The assumption is that past price behavior 
can provide clues about future movements. 

●​ Fundamental Analysis: This involves evaluating economic data releases, news 
events, company earnings reports, geopolitical developments, and other 
real-world factors that could influence the price of the underlying asset.28 This is 



generally less common for very short-term binary options but can be relevant for 
longer expiries or trades timed around specific events. 

The ultimate goal of any strategy is to achieve a win rate sufficiently high to generate 
a net profit after accounting for the asymmetric payout structure (where losses 
typically exceed gains).27 

4.2. Examples of Specific Strategies 

Various specific strategies are commonly discussed, often based on technical 
indicators: 

●​ Trend Following: Identifying an established upward or downward trend (e.g., 
using moving averages) and placing trades in the direction of that trend, 
assuming its continuation.28 For instance, buying call options in an uptrend or put 
options in a downtrend. 

●​ Range Trading: Used when the market lacks a clear direction and price oscillates 
between identifiable support and resistance levels. Trades are placed based on 
the expectation that the price will bounce off these levels and remain within the 
range.28 

●​ News Trading: Executing trades immediately following the release of significant 
economic news or data (e.g., interest rate announcements, employment figures) 
that is expected to cause a sharp, predictable price move.28 

●​ Volatility Strategies: Employing strategies or specific option types (like 
Boundary or One-Touch options) that profit from significant price movement, 
regardless of the direction. These might be used around anticipated high-impact 
events.28 Indicators like Bollinger Bands or Average True Range (ATR) might be 
used to gauge volatility.49 

●​ Using Technical Indicators: Many strategies rely on specific indicators: 
○​ Moving Averages (MA): Used to identify trends and potential 

support/resistance levels. Crossovers between short-term and long-term MAs 
can signal potential trend changes.28 

○​ Relative Strength Index (RSI): A momentum oscillator used to identify potential 
overbought (typically >70) or oversold (<30) conditions, suggesting possible 
price reversals. Divergences between price and RSI can also signal weakening 
trends.28 

○​ MACD (Moving Average Convergence Divergence): A trend-following 
momentum indicator showing the relationship between two exponential 
moving averages.42 

○​ Stochastic Oscillator: Another momentum indicator comparing a closing price 
to its price range over a period, used for overbought/oversold signals.49 



○​ Bollinger Bands: Bands plotted above and below a moving average, indicating 
volatility. Prices hitting the bands might suggest potential reversals or 
continuation.28 

○​ Volume Indicators (OBV, CMF): Used to gauge the strength behind price 
moves.49 

●​ Other Named Strategies: Less conventional or riskier approaches are 
sometimes mentioned, such as the Martingale strategy (doubling the 
investment after each loss to recoup previous losses with one win – extremely 
risky and requires substantial capital) 4, 60-second strategies focusing on 
hyper-short-term scalping 4, strategies based on Fibonacci retracement levels 
4, or contrarian approaches like the Pinocchio strategy (betting against 
significant trend deviations).36 

4.3. Critique: Why Strategies Often Fail in Binary Options 

Despite the array of strategies proposed, their effectiveness in the context of binary 
options trading for retail investors is highly questionable due to several critical 
limitations: 

●​ Extreme Short Timeframes: Binary options often expire in minutes or even 
seconds.3 Predicting market direction accurately over such brief periods is 
extraordinarily difficult, as short-term price movements are often driven by 
random noise rather than clear, predictable patterns.29 Standard technical 
analysis tools, typically developed for longer timeframes, may lose much of their 
predictive power when applied to these micro-movements.29 

●​ Inherent Negative Expectancy: As established previously, the typical payout 
structure creates a mathematical disadvantage.27 A strategy must not only be 
correct more often than not, but correct significantly more often (e.g., needing 
perhaps a 55-60% win rate or higher, depending on the payout percentage) just 
to break even, let alone profit consistently. 

●​ Market Efficiency: Many underlying assets commonly used for binary options, 
such as major forex pairs or stock indices, trade in highly liquid and relatively 
efficient markets.35 In such markets, information is rapidly incorporated into 
prices, making it very difficult to find and exploit predictable inefficiencies, 
especially on short timescales.35 

●​ Platform Integrity Issues: On unregulated platforms, even a theoretically sound 
strategy can be rendered useless by dishonest practices. Brokers acting as 
counterparties may manipulate price feeds, alter expiry times, induce slippage, or 
simply refuse to execute orders or pay out winnings, thereby nullifying any 
strategic edge the trader might have achieved.1 



●​ Psychological Pressures: The fast-paced, all-or-nothing nature of binary 
options trading exerts significant psychological pressure.4 This can lead to 
emotional decision-making (e.g., fear of missing out, chasing losses), impulsive 
trading, and deviations from any planned strategy, particularly during losing 
streaks.4 The structure and marketing often encourage behaviors akin to addictive 
gambling.2 

●​ Lack of Robust Validation: Many strategies promoted online, especially those 
promising unrealistic returns, lack rigorous, independent backtesting or 
verification of their effectiveness in real market conditions, particularly 
considering the unique constraints of binary options.29 While strategy testing is 
advised 28, reliable testing methodologies for these specific instruments may be 
challenging to implement. 

The promotion of sophisticated trading strategies can lend an unwarranted air of 
legitimacy and skill-based potential to binary options. However, the reality for most 
retail participants is that the inherent structural disadvantages, the difficulty of 
short-term prediction, and the potential for platform malfeasance mean that 
outcomes are often closer to a game of chance with unfavorable odds, rather than a 
reliable application of skill. The failure of strategies is frequently multi-faceted, 
stemming from prediction challenges, the product's mathematical design, and the 
unreliability of the trading environment itself. 

5. Major Risks and Dangers: Beyond Poor Odds 
Beyond the significant challenge of achieving profitability, binary options trading 
exposes investors to a range of severe risks, particularly when dealing with the 
numerous unregulated platforms that dominate the online landscape. These dangers 
extend far beyond simply making incorrect market predictions. 

5.1. High Risk of Significant Financial Loss 

The fundamental structure of binary options dictates that an incorrect prediction 
results in the total loss of the capital invested in that specific trade.1 This 
"all-or-nothing" outcome is starkly different from traditional investments where losses 
might be partial. This risk is significantly amplified by the short-term nature of many 
binary options contracts (minutes or even seconds), which encourages frequent 
trading and can lead to rapid depletion of capital if a series of trades are 
unsuccessful.3 The high loss rates documented by regulators (70-89% of retail clients 
losing money) underscore the reality of this risk.10 

5.2. Market Volatility Exposure 



Trading on very short timeframes makes binary options highly susceptible to market 
volatility.5 Sudden price swings, common in many financial markets, can easily turn a 
potentially winning position into a losing one just before expiry, making accurate 
prediction extremely challenging. High volatility can also lead to wider spreads 
between the bid and ask prices for the binary option contracts themselves, increasing 
the implicit cost of trading or potentially affecting the price at which trades are 
executed (slippage).5 

5.3. Pervasive Threat of Fraud and Scams 

Perhaps the most alarming risk associated with binary options is the extraordinarily 
high prevalence of fraud, particularly connected to internet-based platforms 
operating outside of regulatory oversight.1 Regulatory bodies like the CFTC, SEC, and 
NASAA have received numerous complaints and issued repeated warnings about 
fraudulent schemes.27 Common fraudulent practices include: 

●​ Refusal to Credit Accounts or Process Withdrawals: Platforms may fail to 
credit client accounts, deny requests to return funds, or impose hidden fees and 
excessive conditions for withdrawals.1 

●​ Identity Theft: Collecting sensitive personal and financial information (credit 
card numbers, bank details, passport copies) under false pretenses and using it 
for illicit purposes.1 

●​ Software Manipulation: Rigging the trading platform software to generate losing 
trades, for example, by distorting price feeds or manipulating the expiration time 
countdown until a winning trade becomes a loss.1 

●​ Misleading Marketing: Aggressively promoting binary options with promises of 
unrealistically high returns and minimal risk, targeting inexperienced investors.2 

●​ High-Pressure Sales Tactics: Employing aggressive or threatening 
communications to pressure individuals into depositing funds.48 

●​ "Reload" Schemes: Scammers contacting previous victims, sometimes posing as 
recovery agents or government officials, offering to help recover lost funds for an 
upfront fee, thus victimizing them again.11 

The scale of this problem is substantial, with the FBI estimating that binary options 
scams steal approximately US$10 billion annually worldwide.2 Critically, investors who 
fall victim to scams operated by offshore, unregulated entities often have little or no 
legal recourse to recover their funds.36 The sheer volume and variety of these 
documented fraudulent activities suggest that for many unregulated operators, fraud 
is not an anomaly but a core part of the business model, aimed at theft rather than 
facilitating genuine trading. 



5.4. Counterparty Risk with Unregulated Brokers 

Even if a platform is not overtly fraudulent in its operations, if the broker acts as the 
counterparty to trades (as is common in the unregulated space 35) and is not subject 
to regulatory capital requirements or oversight, there is a significant risk that the firm 
may be unable or unwilling to pay out winning trades due to financial instability or 
simple unwillingness.6 This counterparty risk is largely mitigated on regulated 
exchanges, which typically employ central clearinghouses to guarantee the settlement 
of trades.6 

These risks demonstrate that potential failure in binary options trading extends far 
beyond simply making incorrect market forecasts. Even a trader who manages to 
predict market movements correctly faces substantial threats related to the integrity 
and solvency of the platform itself, especially when operating outside established 
regulatory frameworks. 

6. Regulatory Landscape and Official Warnings 
The significant risks and documented investor harm associated with binary options 
have led to stringent regulatory responses in major financial markets across the globe. 
Understanding this regulatory landscape is crucial for any potential investor. 

6.1. Global Regulatory Actions: Bans and Restrictions 

There is a strong international consensus among financial regulators that binary 
options pose unacceptable risks to retail investors. This has resulted in outright bans 
or severe restrictions in numerous jurisdictions: 

●​ European Union (ESMA): The European Securities and Markets Authority 
implemented an EU-wide temporary prohibition on the marketing, distribution, 
and sale of binary options to retail clients starting July 2, 2018.13 This ban was 
renewed multiple times.14 ESMA cited significant investor protection concerns 
arising from the products' complexity, lack of transparency, structural negative 
expected return, inherent conflict of interest between providers and clients, and 
the disparity between potential returns and the high risk of loss.12 Limited 
exceptions were later carved out for certain fully hedged, long-term (>= 90 days) 
binary options accompanied by a prospectus, or those where the lowest possible 
payout guaranteed return of the initial investment.15 

●​ United Kingdom (FCA): The Financial Conduct Authority initially mirrored ESMA's 
temporary ban. In December 2018, it proposed making the ban permanent 17, 
which it confirmed in March 2019, effective April 2, 2019.7 The FCA explicitly 
labeled binary options as "gambling products dressed up as financial 



instruments".7 The UK ban was comprehensive, also covering 'securitised binary 
options' that were initially outside ESMA's scope, to prevent a market developing 
in these similar products.7 The FCA estimated the ban could save UK retail 
consumers up to £17 million annually.7 

●​ Australia (ASIC): The Australian Securities and Investments Commission banned 
the issue and distribution of binary options to retail clients effective May 3, 2021.19 
This decision followed reviews finding approximately 80% of retail clients lost 
money and citing significant detriment due to the 'all-or-nothing' payout, short 
contract durations, negative expected returns, and incompatibility with genuine 
investment or risk management needs.10 ASIC estimated significant retail client 
losses prior to the ban.19 The ban was later extended until October 1, 2031, after 
finding it had been effective in preventing further losses.20 

●​ Israel: The Israel Securities Authority banned the offering of binary options to 
domestic clients in March 2016, deeming it gambling. This ban was extended to 
prohibit Israeli firms from offering binary options to clients overseas in October 
2017.2 Israeli police investigations also linked the industry, which had been a major 
global hub, to criminal organizations.2 

●​ Canada: No firms are registered or authorized to sell binary options in Canada. 
Various provincial securities regulators have issued warnings and implemented 
bans, effectively prohibiting the product for retail investors.2 

●​ Other Jurisdictions: Similar bans or severe restrictions have been implemented 
in countries including Belgium, France, Germany, and Indonesia, often citing fraud 
concerns or classifying the products as gambling.2 

The following table summarizes the regulatory status in key jurisdictions: 

Jurisdiction Regulator(s) Status for 
Retail Clients 

Key Reasons 
Cited 

Effective 
Date(s) 

European Union ESMA Banned Significant 
investor 
protection 
concerns, 
complexity, lack 
of transparency, 
negative 
expected return, 
conflict of 
interest 

July 2018 
(initial) 



United Kingdom FCA Banned Gambling 
product, 
inherently 
flawed, 
significant 
consumer harm, 
risk of fraud 

April 2019 
(permanent) 

Australia ASIC Banned (until 
2031) 

Significant client 
detriment 
(~80% loss 
rate), 
incompatible 
with 
investment/risk 
management, 
negative 
expected 
returns 

May 2021 
(initial) 

Israel ISA Banned Considered 
gambling, 
widespread 
fraud concerns, 
links to criminal 
syndicates 

2016 (domestic), 
2017 
(international) 

Canada Provincial 
Regulators 

Banned 
(effectively) 

No firms 
registered, 
investor 
protection 
concerns, fraud 
warnings 

Various 
(ongoing) 

United States CFTC / SEC Permitted only 
on regulated 
exchanges 

High risk, fraud 
warnings for 
off-exchange 
platforms 

N/A (regulated 
market exists) 

Sources: 2 

6.2. Regulation in the United States 

The United States stands as a notable exception to the trend of outright bans, 



although its approach is highly restrictive. Binary options are legal to trade in the US, 
but only under specific conditions: they must be traded on an exchange that is 
registered with and regulated by either the CFTC (as a Designated Contract Market - 
DCM) or the SEC (as a national securities exchange).1 

The CFTC generally oversees binary options based on commodities, forex, interest 
rates, or broad market indices, while the SEC would regulate those based on the 
securities of individual companies.27 

Crucially, it is illegal for entities, particularly those based offshore and not registered 
with US regulators, to solicit, offer to, or enter into binary options transactions with US 
residents.5 The vast majority of online binary options platforms accessible via the 
internet fall into this illegal, unregulated category for US persons. 

6.3. Identifying Legitimate US Platforms 

Given the strict regulatory requirements, only a very small number of exchanges in the 
US are legally permitted to offer binary options or similar event contracts to retail 
clients. As of recent information, these primarily include: 

●​ Nadex (North American Derivatives Exchange): Explicitly designated by the 
CFTC as a DCM and Derivatives Clearing Organization, Nadex is the most 
prominent regulated venue for binary options in the US.5 

●​ CME Group (Chicago Mercantile Exchange): A major derivatives exchange 
group, also regulated by the CFTC, which lists certain event-based contracts that 
function similarly to binary options.6 

●​ Kalshi: A CFTC-regulated DCM specializing in event contracts, which are 
structurally similar to binary options.31 

●​ ForecastEx LLC: Another CFTC-designated DCM offering event contracts.31 

(Note: Exchange listings and product offerings can change. Cantor Exchange, 
previously a provider, appears withdrawn or dormant based on CFTC filings 55). 

Potential investors must verify that any platform they consider using is registered with 
the appropriate US regulator (CFTC or SEC) by checking the official agency websites.1 
Trading on regulated exchanges offers important protections not found elsewhere, 
such as rule-based trading, transparency, full collateralization of trades, central 
clearing to guarantee performance, segregation of customer funds in major US banks, 
and a formal process for dispute resolution under regulatory oversight.5 

6.4. Key Warnings from Financial Authorities 



Despite the existence of a regulated market, US financial authorities issue strong and 
consistent warnings about the dangers of binary options, particularly those offered 
online by unregistered entities. 

●​ CFTC & SEC Joint Warnings: Have repeatedly alerted investors about fraudulent 
schemes, the high risks involved, the prevalence of unregistered platforms, and 
common scam tactics like refusal to pay, identity theft, and software 
manipulation.27 They stress the illegality of unregistered platforms soliciting US 
customers.27 

●​ SEC Office of Investor Education and Advocacy: Has explicitly stated, 
"All-or-nothing investments involve a high degree of risk, and many binary options 
promotions online are frauds".5 

●​ FINRA (Financial Industry Regulatory Authority): Warns that many binary 
options websites found online are fraudulent and advises sticking with regulated 
US options where possible.5 

●​ NASAA (North American Securities Administrators Association): Has issued 
investor advisories highlighting common complaints (funds not deposited, refusal 
to return funds, high-pressure tactics, unauthorized charges, reload schemes) 
and warning signs of scams (unsolicited offers, lack of transparency about the 
firm).11 

These warnings collectively paint a picture of a product category viewed with extreme 
caution even by US regulators. The overwhelming global trend towards prohibition, 
driven by consistent evidence of consumer harm, further underscores the risks. For a 
US-based individual, the distinction between the small, regulated market and the vast, 
illegal, and fraud-ridden unregulated online space is paramount. Engaging with the 
latter is not merely a high-risk investment choice; it is participation in an illegal market 
rife with criminal activity. 

7. Exploring Regulated Alternatives to Binary Options 
Given the profound risks, structural disadvantages, and regulatory condemnation 
associated with binary options (particularly unregulated ones), investors seeking 
trading opportunities should explore alternative instruments that operate within 
established regulatory frameworks. While these alternatives also carry risks and 
require significant education, they generally offer greater transparency, strategic 
depth, and operate without the inherent flaws common to binary options. 

7.1. Binary Options vs. Traditional (Vanilla) Options 

Traditional options (often called "vanilla" options) are the most direct comparison 



point and a widely traded regulated alternative. Key differences include: 

 
Feature Binary Options Traditional (Vanilla) Options 

Payout Structure Fixed payout if correct 
("in-the-money"), total loss of 
investment if incorrect 
("out-of-the-money") 23 

Profit/loss scales with the 
underlying asset's price 
movement beyond the strike 
price 24 

Risk Profile Capped loss (investment 
amount), capped reward 
(fixed payout) 5 

Capped loss for buyers 
(premium paid), potentially 
unlimited profit for call buyers 
/ substantial profit for put 
buyers. Sellers face potentially 
unlimited risk (calls) or 
substantial risk (puts) 24 

Ownership Potential None. Pure speculation on 
price/event outcome 6 

Yes (for stock options). Holder 
has the right (not obligation) 
to buy or sell the underlying 
shares 24 

Strategic Flexibility Very limited (primarily 
directional bets) 39 

High. Allows complex 
strategies for hedging, income 
generation, volatility plays, 
etc. (e.g., spreads, covered 
calls, protective puts) 44 

Regulation Mostly unregulated/offshore; 
small regulated US market 
exists 1 

Traded on established, 
regulated exchanges 
worldwide (e.g., CBOE, NYSE) 
24 

Typical Use Case Short-term speculation, often 
compared to gambling 2 

Speculation, hedging existing 
positions, generating income, 
risk management 50 

Sources: 1 

Vanilla options, while complex, provide a framework where potential profits (and for 
sellers, losses) are tied to the magnitude of market movements, and they offer 



genuine utility for hedging and sophisticated portfolio strategies within a regulated 
environment. 

7.2. Other Potential Alternatives 

Other regulated instruments offer different risk-reward profiles: 

●​ Futures Contracts: These legally binding agreements obligate the buyer to 
purchase, and the seller to sell, a specific asset (like a commodity or financial 
index) at a predetermined price on a future date.56 Futures are used extensively 
for hedging by producers and consumers, as well as for speculation. They involve 
significant leverage, meaning small price movements can result in large profits or 
losses, making them high-risk instruments suitable only for knowledgeable 
traders.56 They trade on regulated exchanges like the CME. 

●​ Stocks and ETFs: Direct investment in shares of publicly traded companies 
(stocks) or baskets of assets (Exchange Traded Funds - ETFs) represents a more 
traditional investment approach.57 This involves actual ownership, potential for 
dividends and long-term capital appreciation, and trading occurs on highly 
regulated stock exchanges. While still subject to market risk, it avoids the 
complexities and inherent structural disadvantages of binary options. 

●​ Contracts for Difference (CFDs): CFDs are derivatives that allow traders to 
speculate on the price movement of assets without owning them. They are often 
mentioned alongside binary options due to their high leverage, complexity, and 
significant risks to retail investors.7 Like binary options, CFDs have faced severe 
regulatory restrictions or bans for retail clients in many jurisdictions (including the 
EU, UK, and Australia).7 Crucially, CFDs are generally not permitted to be 
offered to retail clients in the United States. They carry similar high risks and 
regulatory warnings as binary options. 

7.3. Considerations for Beginners Exploring Alternatives 

Investors considering these alternatives, especially derivatives like options and 
futures, must proceed with caution: 

●​ Education is Paramount: Thoroughly understanding how these instruments 
work, the strategies involved, and particularly the associated risks (including 
leverage, volatility, time decay for options) is essential before committing capital.4 

●​ Use Reputable, Regulated Brokers: Choose brokers regulated by authorities like 
the SEC and FINRA (for stocks/options/ETFs) or the CFTC and NFA (for futures). 
Look for brokers offering robust educational materials, research tools, and reliable 
trading platforms.24 Many reputable brokers offer services tailored to different 
experience levels.59 



●​ Practice with Demo Accounts: Utilize paper trading or demo accounts offered 
by brokers to practice strategies and understand market dynamics in a risk-free 
environment before trading with real money.42 

●​ Start Simple: Beginners might consider starting with direct investments like 
stocks or ETFs, or basic options strategies (like covered calls or protective puts on 
existing stock positions), rather than immediately jumping into complex 
derivatives speculation.57 

●​ Risk Management: Implement strict risk management rules, such as only risking 
a small percentage of capital per trade and understanding potential loss 
scenarios.28 

While alternatives like vanilla options and futures are also complex and carry 
substantial risks, they operate within established, transparent regulatory frameworks. 
They offer greater strategic possibilities and generally avoid the specific structural 
flaws (like designed negative expectancy and inherent broker conflict) that make the 
unregulated binary options market particularly treacherous. Redirecting the goal of 
"making money trading" towards learning about these regulated markets may offer a 
more viable, albeit still challenging, path than pursuing profits in the demonstrably 
problematic binary options arena. 

8. Conclusion: A Realistic Assessment for Retail Investors 
The central question motivating this analysis is whether retail investors can make 
money trading binary options. Based on extensive review of regulatory actions, market 
structure, statistical evidence, and expert warnings, the conclusion is stark: while 
isolated winning trades are possible, binary options do not represent a reliable 
or advisable method for generating consistent income or building wealth. The 
odds and inherent risks are heavily stacked against the retail trader. 

Key findings underpinning this conclusion include: 

●​ Extreme High Risk: The all-or-nothing payout structure guarantees the total loss 
of invested capital on every incorrect prediction, a risk amplified by the short 
expiries that encourage rapid, frequent trading.3 

●​ Structural Disadvantage: The typical payout system (e.g., <100% profit on win 
vs. 100% loss) creates a negative mathematical expectancy, meaning the average 
trader is statistically predisposed to lose money over time unless they achieve an 
exceptionally high win rate.12 

●​ Low Probability of Success: Consistent profitability is highly unlikely for most 
retail participants due to the combined effects of negative expectancy, the 
difficulty of accurately predicting short-term market noise, and potentially 



adversarial broker practices.10 Trading strategies often fail to overcome these 
significant headwinds. 

●​ Pervasive Fraud: The binary options market, particularly the vast online segment 
operating outside of regulation, is plagued by widespread fraud, including 
platform manipulation, refusal to pay winnings, withdrawal obstruction, and 
identity theft.1 

●​ Global Regulatory Condemnation: Financial regulators across major economies 
(EU, UK, Australia, Canada, Israel, etc.) have banned or severely restricted binary 
options for retail investors, citing unacceptable levels of consumer harm and often 
comparing the products to gambling.2 

●​ Misleading Simplicity: The marketed simplicity of binary options masks the 
profound difficulty of profitable trading and the severe underlying risks, often 
luring inexperienced individuals into dangerous financial territory.1 

Therefore, binary options should not be viewed as a viable investment or trading 
strategy for retail participants seeking financial gain. They function more closely to a 
high-risk form of gambling, often facilitated by unregulated and potentially fraudulent 
operators. Promises of easy money or guaranteed high returns associated with binary 
options are almost invariably hallmarks of scams.4 

Retail investors are strongly advised to avoid binary options trading, especially 
through easily accessible but unregulated online platforms. For US residents, 
engaging with offshore, unregistered platforms is illegal and extremely risky. While a 
small, regulated market exists in the US (e.g., Nadex, CME), the inherent risks and 
unfavorable odds of the product itself remain significant even on these legitimate 
venues. 

Individuals interested in trading are encouraged to focus their efforts on learning 
about regulated financial markets and instruments, such as traditional options, 
futures, stocks, or ETFs. These alternatives, while still complex and requiring 
significant education, operate within established oversight structures and offer 
potentially more viable (though never guaranteed) paths for disciplined and 
knowledgeable participants. Seeking education from reputable sources and guidance 
from qualified, licensed financial advisors is crucial before engaging in any form of 
complex financial trading. 
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