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U.S. equity options volume reached a new all -time high in May, with average daily volume surpassing 73 million contracts at the OCC. 

Retail  activity also climbed to record levels, but unlike previous surges driven by speculative trading in smaller single -stock names, this 

wave of activity was concentrated in the market’s largest and most influential companies.  

The same mega -cap technology and semiconductor stocks that drive  index performance became the primary targets of retail call 

demand, reinforcing the link between investor positioning and market returns. As investors continued to chase upside in the m arket’s 

biggest winners, equities  experienced one of the most extreme “spot up, vol up” environments on record  – a dynamic that has extended 

into the first trading sessions of June.  

As the #1 US retail market maker executing approximately 35% of all US -listed retail volume 1, Citadel Securities has a unique vantage 

point on retail investor behavior and the market forces shaping price action. This perspective provides valuable insight into how retail 

flows are influencing both individual securities and broader market performance . 

Record -breaking  Retail Options Volume  

Average daily options volume on the Citadel Securities retail platform reached a record high in May, a 20% 

jump from  the trailing one -year average  and besting the previous October 2025 record by 4%.   

Retail investors traded a record $5.8 billion of options premium per day during the month of May on our 
platform. Positioning was heavily skewed tow ard upside exposure, with calls accounting for $4.3 billion of daily 
premium traded (73%).  

 

Figures are for illustrative purposes only. Past performance figures do not guarantee future results.  

Activity was also unusually concentrated. Retail investors’ ten most -traded stocks accounted for 63% of all 

single -stock options premium traded, led overwhelmingly by mega -cap technology and semiconductor names. 

Just one year ago, that share was less than half the total traded premium , highlighting their increasingly narrow  
focus . 

The composition of activity was as notable as its magnitude. During the meme -stock rally of 2021 and the 

volatility -driven surge in October 2025, retail flows were focused on idiosyncratic single -stock stories often 

driven by short -squeeze dynamics. In May, retail investors instead focused on the same companies driving 
benchmark returns and institutional positioning.  

 
1Measured based on sampled SEC 605 public reporting of executed shares of marketable orders as compiled by Citadel Securities, as of April 2026. 
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Figures  are for illustrative purposes only. Past performance figures do not guarantee future results.  

 

The Return of Momentum: “Spot Up , Vol Up”    

The impact of this concentration  was most evident in the Nasdaq -100. Despite a relentless rally that saw the 

NDX close at new all -time highs on 10 of May's 20 trading sessions (the highest frequency since December 
2020), retail investors continued to add upside exposure through calls. As  the index gained 10.6%, marking its 

second consecutive double -digit monthly advance for the first time since 2009, call demand helped reinforce 
the unusual combination of rising prices and higher implied volatility.  

This marked a sharp reversal from retail's behavior earlier in the year. From January through April, retail 

investors were typically net sellers on up days, with an average Call/Put Direction Ratio of 1.6% better for sale. 

In May, that pattern reversed ent irely, with the average Call/Put Direction Ratio on NDX up days shifting to 1.7% 
better to buy.  

This resulted in  one of the most  extreme  "spot up, vol up" regimes on record  – The NDX recorded nine sessions 

in May where both spot and 1 -month ATM implied volatility rose together, accounting for 82% of all rally days 
during the month. That is the highest frequency observed since 2005 and compares with a long -run average 

closer to 21%.  

If anything, the trend has strengthened in June. In each of the first two NDX rallies  of the month, 1-month ATM 

implied volatility also increased.  Retail investors were  5% better to buy on both up days  (more bullish than the 
average May rally) suggesting the same dynamics  remain firmly in place as June begins.  

 



 

Retail's Highest -Conviction Growth Themes : Semiconductors, Memory, and Space  

Retail options activity in the Information Technology sector surged in May, with volume reaching 2.2x its 

average level. More specifically, semiconductor, memory, and space -related stocks emerged as the highest -

conviction themes, attracting outsized retail participation and signaling where retail volume may continue to 
grow  in the months ahead . 

 
Figures are for illustrative purposes only. Past performance figures do not guarantee future results.  

 

Figures are for illustrative purposes only. Past performance figures do not guarantee future results.  

Semicon ductors and Memory  

Semiconductors sat at the center of retail activity. Average daily options premium traded  in Semiconductor 

stocks  on our platform  reached a record $1.6 billion in May – more than double April’s level, roughly 5x the 
historical average, and 26% above the previous record. The trend has accelerated further in early June, with 



average daily premium traded rising to $2.3 billion per day, or 6.4x the historical average. Positioning remains 
decisively bullish, with retail investors trading 2.2 calls for every put (83rd percentile ) in the group .  

 

Figures are for illustrative purposes only. Past performance figures do not guarantee future results.  

Space   

Beyond AI, anticipation surrounding the large IPOs  drove a sharp acceleration in retail demand for space -

related equities. Options premium traded in these stocks increased 167% month -over -month . Each exhibited 
an exceptionally strong call bias, with roughly seven calls traded for every put and consistently bullish 

positioning.  

The surge drove record participation across our Space basket. Average daily options volume jumped 3.5x from 
its historical average. Average daily premium traded rose 170% month -over -month – nearly 10x its historical 

average. The momentum has continued into  June so far, with average daily premium traded already running 

more than 37% above May’s record pace at over $100 million per day on our platform.  

 

Figures are for illustrative purposes only. Past performance figures do not guarantee future results.  
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