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An Overview of Rifle Scopes (with a Nod to Iron Sights) 

 
Rifle scopes are essential tools for any 
shooter looking to improve their accuracy 
and extend their range. With so many 
options available, choosing the right scope 
can be daunting. This article provides a 
comprehensive overview of the different 
types of rifle scopes, their features, their 
ideal applications, and a brief discussion of 
their classic counterpart: iron sights. 

Understanding the Basics 

Before diving into the different types, let's 
cover some fundamental concepts: 

 Magnification: Sometimes referred 
to as Power, this refers to how much 
the scope magnifies the target. A 3-
9x scope, for example, magnifies the 
image from 3 times to 9 times its 
original size. 

 Objective Lens Diameter: Measured 
in millimeters, this is the diameter of 
the lens furthest from your eye. A larger objective lens allows more light to enter, resulting in a 
brighter image, especially in low-light conditions. 

 Reticle: This is the crosshair or aiming point within the scope. Reticles come in various designs, 
each with its own advantages. 

 Focal Plane: This refers to the location of the reticle in relation to the magnified image. There 
are two types:  

o First Focal Plane (FFP): The reticle appears to change size with magnification, which is 
useful for ranging and holdovers at any magnification. 

o Second Focal Plane (SFP): The reticle remains the same size regardless of 
magnification, which is common and often more affordable. 

Types of Rifle Scopes 

1. Fixed Power Scopes 

These scopes have a single, non-adjustable magnification level. They are simple, reliable, and often 
more affordable than variable power scopes. Fixed power scopes are a good choice for specific 
applications where the distance to the target is known and consistent. 

 Pros: Simple, reliable, affordable, durable. 

 Cons: Limited versatility, not ideal for varying distances. 

 Ideal for: Close-range hunting, target shooting at known distances. 
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2. Variable Power Scopes 

These scopes allow you to adjust the magnification level to suit different shooting situations. They offer 
greater versatility and are a popular choice for hunting and general shooting. 

 Pros: Versatile, adjustable magnification, suitable for various ranges. 

 Cons: More complex than fixed power scopes, can be more expensive. 

 Ideal for: Hunting, target shooting at varying distances, general use. 

 

3. Tactical Scopes 

Designed for tactical and military applications, these scopes are built for ruggedness and precision. 
They often feature specialized reticles, such as Mil-Dot or MOA, for ranging and bullet drop 
compensation. 

 Pros: Durable, precise, advanced features, ideal for tactical situations. 

 Cons: Can be expensive, can be complex, not necessary for all shooters. 

 Ideal for: Tactical operations, long-range shooting, competitive shooting. 

 

4. Rimfire Scopes 

Specifically designed for lower recoil rimfire rifles, these scopes are typically smaller and lighter than 
centerfire rifle scopes. They are often more affordable and offer excellent performance for plinking, 
target shooting, and small game hunting. 

 Pros: Lightweight, affordable, optimized for rimfire rifles. 

 Cons: Limited magnification range, not suitable for larger calibers. 

 Ideal for: Rimfire rifles, plinking, small game hunting. 

 

5. Shotgun Scopes 

These scopes are designed to withstand the recoil of shotguns and are often used for turkey hunting or 
slug shooting. They typically have lower magnification levels and larger objective lenses for better light 
gathering in low-light conditions. 

 Pros: Durable, designed for shotgun recoil, optimized for low-light conditions. 

 Cons: Limited magnification range, not suitable for rifles. 

 Ideal for: Shotgun hunting, turkey hunting, slug shooting. 

A Look Back: Iron Sights 

Before the advent of telescopic sights, iron sights were the primary aiming method for firearms. They 
rely on aligning a front sight with a rear sight and the target. While less precise than magnified optics, 
iron sights offer several advantages: 

 Simplicity and Reliability: With fewer moving parts, they are less prone to failure than scopes. 

 Lightweight and Compact: They add minimal weight and bulk to the firearm. 

 Close-Range Effectiveness: For close-range shooting, they can be quick and intuitive. 

While scopes have largely replaced iron sights for many applications, they still hold a place in shooting. 
Many shooters appreciate the challenge and connection to firearms history that comes with using them. 
They also serve as excellent backups in case of scope failure – especially as some scope require 
batteries! 



OUR THOUGHTS 
BY TLN TACTICAL 

 

3  |  P a g e  
Copyright © 2025 TLN Tactical - All Rights Reserved. 

Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed are solely those of the author(s). The content provided is for informational and entertainment purposes only 
and does not constitute professional advice. It is essential to consult with qualified professionals for any specific advice or guidance related to your 
individual circumstances. Visit TLNTactical.com for full disclaimer. 

Choosing the Right Scope (or Sights!) 

While there are many other types of rifle scopes available, these tend to be some of the most common 
and each of these have their variations and add-on options, so selecting the right rifle scope (or 
deciding to stick with iron sights) depends on several factors, including: 

 Shooting Discipline: What type of shooting will you be doing? Hunting, target shooting, 
tactical, plinking, etc.? 

 Distance to Target: How far will you be shooting? 

 Budget: How much are you willing to spend? (Iron sights are generally more affordable than 
scopes.) 

 Personal Preference: What features are most important to you? Do you value magnification, or 
simplicity and reliability? 

 Add-Ons: If you are considering a scope that has some “bell and whistle” add-ons, it is very 
easy to get caught up in the hype, so use caution and make sure having that spot light or added 
red laser truly fits your needs. 

Consider these factors carefully and research different models (or iron sight options) before making a 
purchase. Reading reviews, doing your research and seeking advice from experienced shooters can 
also be helpful. 

Some Resources for Further Research 

To verify and expand on the information presented here, consult the following types of resources: 

 Firearms Manufacturers' Websites: Most rifles manufacturers often have technical information 
about their rifles and related accessories, including recommendations for scopes, etc. 

 Scope Manufacturers' Websites: The same as firearm manufacturers, look at the scope 
manufacturer’s websites for detailed specifications on their scopes. 

 Shooting Publications (Magazines and Online Resources): Magazines like American Rifleman, 
Field & Stream, Outdoor Life, and their online counterparts often have articles on optics, 
shooting techniques, and gear reviews. 

 Books on Firearms and Shooting: Search for books on rifle shooting, hunting, or long-range 
marksmanship. These can provide in-depth knowledge. 

 Online Forums and Communities: Websites like AR15.com, Sniper's Hide, and other firearms 
forums can offer discussions and user experiences, but be sure to filter information as it isn't 
always from experts. 

By exploring these resources, you can gain a deeper understanding of rifle scopes and iron sights and 
make informed decisions about the scope that is right for you and your needs. 

Conclusion 

Rifle scopes, and even the more traditional iron sights, are valuable tools for enhancing accuracy, 
extending your shooting range and building your shooting confidence. 

Understanding the different types of scopes and their features, as well as the enduring benefits of iron 
sights, will help you make an informed decision and choose the perfect aiming solution for your needs. 

I hope this helps you zero in on your needs and avoids setting your sights too high (yep I said it! 😊) 

  


