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.223 REM 
VS. 

5.56 NATO

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?
Paul Peng
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common question I receive during my rifle 
marksmanship courses — especially regarding 
AR-style rifles — is about the difference between 

5.56x45mm NATO and .223 Remington cartridges. The fol-
low-up question often concerns the interchangeability of 
5.56 NATO and .223 Remington for these rifles. Such inqui-
ries are logical and valid because, at first glance, both car-
tridges appear nearly identical except for the headstamp 
around the primer — one stamped “5.56x45MM” and the 
other “223 REM.” So, why can you fire a .223 cartridge out 
of a 5.56 barrel but not vice versa? The answer lies in the 
subtle-yet-important differences between these two visu-
ally similar cartridges.

A BRIEF HISTORY
The 5.56 NATO cartridge made its debut in 1957, orig-

inally designed as an experimental round for the AR-15 

rifle, which was manufactured by ArmaLite. This car-
tridge was the result of a collaborative effort between 
the Fairchild Engine and Airplane Corporation (the parent 
company of ArmaLite), Remington Arms and a team of 
notable engineers. The development was driven by the 
original goal set forth by the United States Continental 
Army Command.1

The U.S. military was so impressed by the performance 
of this experimental cartridge that it officially adopted it 
in 1964, designating it the 5.56mm ball, which was initial-
ly used with the original M16 rifle during the Vietnam War. 
Within a few short years of the cartridge’s adoption, the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) followed suit, in-
troducing slight variations in loading and bullet design to 
meet the specific needs of its member nations.2 This new 
cartridge was officially named the 5.56x45mm NATO, com-
monly referred to today as the “5.56 NATO” cartridge.

A
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BE ADVISED
One of these is 5.56, and 
the other is .223. Be sure 

you know what you’re 
loading into your firearm.

The reason you don’t exclusively see 
the 5.56 NATO is that Remington released 
a commercial variant of the cartridge, 
known as the .223 Remington, shortly af-
ter the 5.56 NATO was adopted by the U.S. 
military in the late 1950s. Since then, the 
5.56 NATO and .223 Remington cartridges 
have remained among the most-popular 
options for shooters following the expira-
tion of the Federal Assault Weapons Ban 
in 2004.

The popularity and reliability of the 5.56 
NATO cartridge have been evident, as it 
has remained a mainstay in the U.S. mil-
itary for more than 60 years, continuing 
as the cartridge of choice even as the M16 
and more modern M4 variants of its main 
battle rifle evolved through the decades. 
Although the U.S. military has recent-
ly begun phasing in the XM7 (SIG Sauer 
MCX-SPEAR) chambered in 6.8mm ball, 
top military leaders have stated that the 
5.56 NATO cartridge, along with its iconic 
M16/M4 variants, will remain in active use 
for decades to come.

THE LEADE
One of the first subtle differences be-

tween the 5.56 NATO and the .223 Rem-
ington variant cartridges is the leade 
— sometimes referred to as the “throat.” 
In firearms terminology, the leade is the 
distance between the mouth of the car-
tridge and the point at which the rifling of 
the bore engages the bullet. 

While the exterior dimensions of the 
cartridge cases are identical for both the 
5.56 NATO and the .223 Remington, the 
chamber dimensions between the two 
are different. The leade of a .223 Reming-
ton cartridge is 0.085 inches, while a 5.56 
NATO has a slightly longer leade of 0.0975 
inches. This longer leade in the 5.56 NATO 
cartridge allows for slightly more powder 
to be loaded, resulting in higher perfor-
mance compared to the .223 Remington. 
The 5.56 NATO has a chamber pressure of 
around 58,000 pounds per square inch, 
while the .223 Remington is slightly low-
er at around 55,000 pounds per square 
inch.3

PERFORMANCE DIFFERENCES
Feet per second is a common unit of 

measurement in the firearms communi-
ty for measuring the velocity of a bullet 
once it exits the bore of a gun. For in-
stance, if a bullet has a velocity of 2,200 

feet per second, it means the bullet is 
traveling at that speed as it leaves the 
firearm’s bore. This is another subtle 
yet notable difference between the 5.56 
NATO and the .223 Remington cartridg-
es.

One might assume that since the 5.56 
NATO is loaded with slightly more pow-
der than its .223 Remington counterpart, 
it would have a higher velocity. Howev-
er, this is not the case. In fact, the 5.56 
NATO is slightly slower, by roughly 75 feet 
per second, than the .223 Remington. 
The 5.56 NATO has a velocity of around 
3,165 feet per second compared to the 
.223 Remington’s 3,240 feet per second. 
This is a general measurement of the ve-
locities of the two types of cartridges, as 
the barrel length of a fire-
arm will increase or lower 
the velocity of the bullet as 
it leaves the rifle’s bore.

BARREL PRESSURE
Now it’s time to discuss 

the safety part of why 
these differences matter. 
As mentioned earlier, due 
to the difference in leade 
length, the 5.56 NATO car-
tridge contains slightly 
more powder, resulting in 
higher chamber pressure. 
This is why you often hear 
the saying, “You can fire a 
.223 Remington out of a 
5.56 NATO barrel but not 
vice versa.” The reason 
is straightforward: The 
5.56 NATO’s leade is 0.125 

inches longer than that of the .223 Rem-
ington’s, and the 5.56 NATO cartridge 
contains more powder.

When a 5.56 NATO round is fired in 
a .223 Remington-designated cham-
ber, the increased pressure can exceed 
65,000 pounds per square inch (com-
pared to the roughly 55,000 pounds per 
square inch the .223 chamber was de-
signed to handle). This pressure spike 
significantly raises the risk of damaging 
the rifle’s barrel and potentially causing 
injury to the shooter. This is precisely the 
reason why the Sporting Arms and Am-
munition Manufacturers’ Institute warns 
that shooting a 5.56 NATO cartridge in a 
rifle chambered for .223 Remington “can 
result in serious injury or death to the 

user and/or bystanders, as 
well as damage to the fire-
arm.”4 In short, think of the 
5.56 NATO as an overpres-
surized (+P) variant of the 
.223 Remington.

The 5.56 NATO-man-
ufactured barrel is de-
signed to withstand the 
high pressures generated 
by the 5.56 round, so it 
can safely handle the nat-
urally lower chamber pres-
sure produced by the .223 
Remington during firing. 
While you may not achieve 
the same level of accura-
cy when you’re shooting a 
.223 Remington cartridge 
out of a 5.56 NATO bar-
rel due to the differences 
mentioned earlier, at least 

■ In his articles in CCM, carbine 
expert Dick Fairburn discusses 
the best .223 ammo for home 
defense. As Peng points out, the 
.223 offers greater penetrating 
power than the 5.56; Fairburn notes 
that if you live in an apartment complex or similar environment, you 
might wish to forego both cartridges and opt for something with shallower 
penetration instead. Standard soft-point or hollow-point bullets in the 50- to 
60-grain range can help minimize the risk of overpenetration. For instance, 
Hornady’s 55-grain TAP Urban load from its Law Enforcement line is specifi-
cally designed to reduce overpenetration risks. If you’re more concerned about 
the .223’s terminal performance compared to the 5.56, Fairburn recommends 
Hornady’s 55-grain CX and Federal’s 55-grain Trophy Copper loads.

— Frank Jastrzembski, Contributing Editor

.223 HOME-DEFENSE OPTIONS
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the rifle won’t blow up, and you — along 
with any nearby bystanders — won’t be 
at risk of injury.

SO WHICH IS BETTER 
FOR HOME DEFENSE?

Although the U.S. military and many 
of its allies use the 5.56 NATO cartridge, 
when it comes to home defense, the .223 
Remington is preferable. This preference 
is due to two key factors: velocity and pen-
etrating power.

The .223 Remington cartridge is ap-
proximately 75 feet per second faster 
when exiting the bore than its 5.56 NATO 
counterpart, assuming both are fired from 
rifles with the same barrel length. This 
increased velocity translates into greater 
penetrating power, which is critical in a 
lawful self-defense scenario against an 
assailant. In such a situation, bullet veloc-
ity and penetrating power can mean the 
difference between life and death.

The reason the U.S. military and its al-
lies continue to use the 5.56 NATO over 
the .223 Remington can be summed up in 
one word: performance — specifically ter-
minal performance. Often referred to as 
“knockdown” or “stopping power,” terminal 
performance is how effectively a bullet 
reacts to and stops a potential threat. As 
body armor has become standard issue in 
most modern and developing militaries, 
the need for a bullet with excellent stop-
ping power is crucial to ensure that enemy 
combatants are effectively incapacitated 
when they’re struck.

EVEN SALT LOOKS LIKE SUGAR
Although visually identical, the 5.56 

NATO and the .223 Remington cartridges 
reveal distinct differences upon closer 
inspection. The variances in leade length, 
grainage of smokeless powder and cham-
ber pressure between the two are signif-
icant enough to affect performance, ve-
locity (with a difference of around 75 feet 
per second) and accuracy — particularly 
when you’re firing .223 Remington from a 
5.56 NATO barrel. Most importantly, these 
differences can determine whether or 
not the rifle barrel will potentially blow up 
in your face. So, which cartridge is right 
for you? The 5.56 NATO or the .223 Rem-
ington? It’s up to you to make the choice.

ENDNOTES
(1) Frank C. Barnes, Cartridges of the World: 

A Complete Illustrated Reference for More 
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NATO?,” MeatEater, April 20, 2023, TheMe-
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5-56-nato. (3) Connor Thomas, “5.56 vs. 223 
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