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Understanding Conditional Orders and Trailing Stop Orders: A Complete 
Guide for Traders

In the fast �moving world of financial markets, having the right tools to manage risk and lock in gains is essential. 

Two of the most powerful order types that give traders precise control over their positions are conditional orders 

and trailing stop orders. While they may sound similar at first glance, each serves a distinct purpose and can be

leveraged in different trading strategies. This guide will walk you through what these orders are, how they work,

when to use them, and practical tips for setting them up on popular trading platforms.

What Are Conditional Orders?

A conditional order is a trade instruction that will only be executed when a specified set of conditions is met. Unlike

a standard market order that executes immediately at the current price, a conditional order provides a trigger that

must be satisfied before the broker acts on the trade. This gives traders the flexibility to react to market events

without constantly monitoring charts.

Key Types of Conditional Orders

•  Limit Orders – Execute at a specified price or better.

•  Stop Orders – Trigger a market order once the price reaches a set stop price.

•  Stop �Limit Orders – Combine stop and limit features; the order becomes a limit order once the stop price is hit.

•  Good �Til �Date (GTD) – Remain active until a specific expiration date.

•  Good �Til �Canceled (GTC) – Stay active until the trader cancels them.

These order types can be combined to create more complex strategies, such as placing a stop �limit order that only

activates if the price hits a particular level within a certain timeframe.

What Are Trailing Stop Orders?

A trailing stop order is a dynamic form of a stop �loss that follows the market price as it moves favorably. Instead of

setting a fixed stop price, you specify a distance (in dollars or percent) from the current market price. As the price

rises, the stop price automatically adjusts upward, locking in profits while still protecting against downside risk.

How Trailing Stops Work in Practice

1.  Set the Trailing Distance – Choose a dollar amount or percentage that represents the maximum acceptable 

loss.

2.  Monitor Price Movement – As the market price increases, the trailing stop moves in tandem.

3.  Trigger on Decline – If the price falls by the trailing distance from its recent peak, the order becomes a 

market order and closes the position.

Trailing stops are particularly useful for swing traders and long �term investors who want to protect gains without

constantly adjusting stop levels.

Comparing Conditional Orders and Trailing Stop Orders



While both order types aim to automate trade execution, they differ in flexibility, application, and risk management:

•  Trigger Mechanism – Conditional orders rely on a specific price point or condition; trailing stops adjust 

automatically based on price movement.

•  Use Cases – Conditional orders are ideal for entering positions when certain technical levels are reached. 

Trailing stops are best for exiting positions to secure profits.

•  Complexity – Conditional orders can be combined into multi �condition setups, whereas trailing stops are 

straightforward but require careful distance setting.

•  Market Conditions – In volatile markets, trailing stops can be too aggressive if set too close, while conditional 

orders may miss opportunities if the trigger is too restrictive.

How to Use Conditional Orders in Trading Strategies

1. Day Trading

Day traders often use conditional orders to capture intraday breakout or reversal signals. For example, a trader

might place a limit order to buy a stock at $50 if the price breaks above a resistance level at $49.5, ensuring entry

only at a favorable price.

2. Swing Trading

Swing traders can combine stop �limit orders with trailing stops to lock in gains over several days. A typical setup

might involve placing a stop �limit to enter a long position when the price crosses above a moving average, and a

trailing stop to protect profits as the trend continues.

3. Algorithmic Trading

Conditional orders are perfect for automated systems that rely on predefined indicators. Algorithms can trigger

orders when a moving average crossover occurs, or when a volatility filter is met, ensuring trades happen at

optimal moments.

How to Use Trailing Stop Orders in Trading Strategies

1. Protecting Profits

Trailing stops help lock in gains without requiring manual adjustments. If a position rises by 10% and the trailing

distance is set at 5%, the stop will move up to 5% below the new high, safeguarding a portion of the profit.

2. Dynamic Risk Management

In markets with sudden swings, a trailing stop can automatically scale back risk exposure. By setting a tighter

trailing distance during high volatility, traders can limit potential losses.

3. Hedging and Portfolio Protection

Trailing stops can act as a hedge by automatically exiting a position when the market turns against it, thereby

reducing the impact on the overall portfolio.

Setting Up Conditional and Trailing Stop Orders on Major Platforms

Thinkorswim (TD Ameritrade)

1.  Navigate to the Trade tab and select the desired symbol.

2.  Click on Order Type and choose Conditional.

3.  Specify the trigger (e.g., Price Above or Price Below) and set the execution order type.



4.  For a trailing stop, select Stop and then choose Trailing Stop. Enter the trailing amount in dollars or percent.

5.  Review and confirm the order.

Interactive Brokers (IBKR)

1.  Open the Trader Workstation (TWS) and select the Order Ticket.

2.  Choose Conditional from the order type dropdown.

3.  Define the condition (e.g., Last Price > Target).

4.  For trailing stops, set Trailing Stop in the Stop section and input the desired distance.

5.  Submit the order and monitor it via the Order Management panel.

MetaTrader 4/5 (MT4/MT5)

1.  Right �click on the chart and select Trading !’ New Order.

2.  Choose Pending Order for conditional orders and select the type (Stop, Buy Limit, Sell Limit, etc.).

3.  Enter the price level and set the volume.

4.  To set a trailing stop, after the order is filled, right �click the position and choose Trailing Stop. Define the 

distance.

5.  Confirm and close the window.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

•  Setting Too Tight a Trailing Distance – In volatile markets, a tight trailing stop can trigger prematurely. Test 

different distances using historical data.

•  Ignoring Market Conditions – Always consider liquidity and spread before placing conditional orders; large 

spreads can cause slippage.

•  Over �Complicating Conditional Orders – Too many conditions can reduce the likelihood of execution. Keep 

triggers simple and clear.

•  Failing to Monitor Orders – Even automated orders require oversight. Regularly review order status and adjust 

if necessary.

Advanced Concepts

Conditional Orders with Multiple Conditions

Some platforms allow chaining multiple conditions (e.g., price above X AND RSI below Y). This can refine entry

points but increases complexity. Use this feature sparingly and backtest thoroughly.

Trailing Stops Adjusted for Volatility

Instead of a fixed dollar amount, you can set a trailing stop based on the Average True Range (ATR). This dynamic

approach scales the stop distance with market volatility, providing tighter protection in calm periods and looser

stops when volatility spikes.

Frequently Asked Questions

•  Can I cancel a conditional order once it’s placed? – Yes, most brokers allow you to cancel or modify the order 

before it’s triggered.

•  What happens if the market gaps up or down? – Conditional orders may not execute if the price bypasses the 

trigger level. Use Good �Til �Canceled or Immediate or Cancel options to manage this risk.

•  Are trailing stops guaranteed? – Trailing stops are executed at the next available market price once the trigger 

is hit. In fast markets, slippage can occur.

•  Do I need to pay extra for these orders? – Some brokers charge a small fee for advanced order types, while 



others include them in standard commissions. Check with your broker.

Conclusion

Conditional orders and trailing stop orders are indispensable tools in a trader’s arsenal. Conditional orders give you

precision in entering positions based on clear market signals, while trailing stops help protect gains and manage

risk dynamically. By understanding how each works, selecting the right settings for your strategy, and avoiding

common pitfalls, you can enhance your trading performance and maintain tighter control over your portfolio.

Start experimenting with these order types on a demo account today, refine your settings through backtesting, and

gradually incorporate them into your live trading workflow. With disciplined use, conditional orders and trailing stops

can help you navigate market volatility with confidence and consistency.
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