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In the complex and high-stakes environment of commercial aviation, the Boeing 737-800 stands as one of the 

most widely operated aircraft in history. Ensuring the safe and efficient operation of such a sophisticated machine 

requires more than just piloting skill; it demands a rigorous adherence to Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs)

. These procedures serve as the operational DNA of a flight deck, governing every action from the moment the

flight crew enters the cockpit until the aircraft is powered down at its destination. This guide provides an in-depth

technical analysis of the B737-800 SOPs, exploring the multi-crew environment, procedural workflows, and the

engineering philosophy that underpins these protocols.

Understanding the Theoretical Framework of B737 SOPs

The primary objective of Standard Operating Procedures is to establish a standardized method for operating the 

aircraft that minimizes the risk of human error. For the Boeing 737-800, these procedures are developed based on 

Boeing’s operational philosophy and are often refined by individual airlines to suit their specific operational 

environments. At its core, the SOP framework relies on the concept of Multi-Crew Cooperation (MCC), which 

divides responsibilities between two primary roles: the Pilot Flying (PF) and the Pilot Monitoring (PM).

The PF and PM Division of Labor

The Pilot Flying (PF) is primarily responsible for the flight path and the manual or automated control of the aircraft. 

Their focus is on navigation, altitude, airspeed, and the execution of maneuvers. Conversely, the Pilot Monitoring 

(PM)(formerly referred to as the Pilot Not Flying) is responsible for monitoring the aircraft’s state, handling

communications with Air Traffic Control (ATC), managing the Flight Management Computer (FMC) inputs at the

PF's request, and performing checklist readings.

The Philosophy of "Flows" and Checklists

A critical component of B737-800 SOPs is the distinction between a "flow" and a "checklist." A flow is a sequence 

of actions performed by a pilot from memory, following a specific physical path across the cockpit panels (e.g., from 

the overhead panel down to the pedestal). Once the flow is complete, the checklist is used as a verification tool to 

ensure that the critical items within that flow were executed correctly. As noted in technical manuals, if a checklist is 

interrupted, the protocol dictates it must be restarted from the beginning to prevent missed items.

Technical Specifications and Performance Constraints

To understand why specific SOPs exist, one must look at the technical envelope of the Boeing 737-800. Weight

management and performance calculations are integral to the pre-flight SOPs. Below is a breakdown of the

standard technical parameters for a typical B737-800 Next Generation (NG) aircraft.



Metric Typical Value (B737-800) Operational Significance

Maximum Takeoff Weight (MTOW) 79,015 kg (174,200 lbs) Determines V-speeds and runway 
length requirements.

Maximum Landing Weight (MLW) 66,360 kg (146,300 lbs) Constraints structural integrity during 
touchdown.

Maximum Zero Fuel Weight (MZFW) 62,731 kg (138,300 lbs) Used for payload and structural wing 
stress calculations.

Maximum Cruise Altitude 41,000 ft (FL410) Limits determined by cabin 
pressurization differentials.

Engine Type CFM56-7B Series Influences EGT limits and N1/N2 
stabilization procedures.

These values are not merely static numbers; they are the variables used by the flight crew during the CDU (Control 

Display Unit) initialization phase of the SOPs. Accurate data entry into the FMC is vital for calculating the V1 

(Decision Speed), VR (Rotation Speed), and V2 (Safety Speed).

Phases of Operation: A Technical Step-by-Step

1. Flight Deck Preparation and Initializing the ADIRU

The SOP begins with the Safety and Quest Flow. The crew ensures the battery switch is ON, the landing gear 

lever is DOWN, and the flaps are retracted. A crucial technical step is the alignment of the ADIRU (Air Data 

Inertial Reference Unit). The B737-800 utilizes two ADIRUs to provide heading, position, and attitude data. The

crew must enter the aircraft’s current GPS coordinates into the FMC to allow the laser gyroscopes to align—a

process that takes approximately 5 to 10 minutes depending on the latitude.

2. Pre-Flight FMC Programming

Programming the Flight Management System (FMS) is a high-load task that follows a strict "Z-pattern" flowon the

CDU. The sequence typically follows:

•  IDENT: Verifying the engine model and the current navigation database (AIRAC cycle) validity.

•  POS INIT: Establishing the starting position.

•  RTE (Route): Entering the origin, destination, and the flight plan route.

•  PERF INIT: Entering weights, fuel reserves, and the Cost Index (a number representing the ratio between fuel 

costs and time costs).

•  N1 LIMIT: Selecting takeoff thrust ratings (e.g., Full Thrust vs. Derated Takeoff).

•  TAKEOFF: Selecting flap settings and confirming V-speeds.

3. Engine Start Procedures

The engine start sequence on the B737-800 involves the APU (Auxiliary Power Unit) providing bleed air to the 

starters. The SOP requires the PM to monitor the N2 (High-Pressure Compressor speed). Once N2 reaches 

25% (or max motoring), the PF moves the fuel control lever to IDLE. The crew then monitors the EGT (Exhaust 

Gas Temperature)  to ensure it does not exceed the start limit, avoiding a "hot start."

Multi-Crew Coordination in Critical Phases



The takeoff and landing phases are where SOPs are most rigid. The Sterile Flight Deckrule is enforced, meaning

no non-essential conversation is permitted below 10,000 feet. This ensures that the crew's cognitive resources are

fully dedicated to monitoring the aircraft.

Takeoff Roll and Initial Climb

The following table outlines the procedural interaction during the takeoff roll:



Action/Callout Responsible Pilot Technical Rationale

"80 Knots" PM Checks airspeed indicator health and 
transitions to high-speed regime.

"V1" PM Decision speed reached; takeoff must 
continue regardless of failure.

"Rotate" PM Initiates the pitch change to takeoff 
attitude.

"Positive Rate" PM Confirmed by VSI and Altimeter 
movement.

"Gear Up" PF Commands the retraction of landing 
gear to reduce drag.

Stabilized Approach Criteria

The B737-800 SOPs mandate a Stabilized Approach. By 1,000 feet AGL (Above Ground Level) in IMC

(Instrument Meteorological Conditions) or 500 feet in VMC (Visual Meteorological Conditions), the aircraft must

meet the following criteria:

1.  The aircraft is on the correct flight path (ILS glideslope or visual profile).

2.  The aircraft is in the final landing configuration (Flaps and Gear).

3.  Airspeed is between Vref and Vref + 20 knots.

4.  Sink rate is no greater than 1,000 feet per minute (fpm).

5.  Thrust is stabilized at a setting required to maintain the glidepath.

If any of these criteria are not met, the SOP dictates an immediate Go-Around. There is no room for "saving" an

unstable approach, as this is a leading cause of runway excursions.

Case Study: The Impact of SOP Deviation

Historical data from the Commercial Aviation Safety Team (CAST)  highlights that a significant percentage of 

approach-and-landing accidents involve a failure to follow SOPs regarding stabilized approaches. For example, if 

the PM fails to call out "Sink Rate" during a high-speed descent, the PF may suffer from confirmation bias,

believing the approach is salvageable. The SOP functions as a "circuit breaker" for these human cognitive failures.

By mandating a specific callout and a specific response (Go-Around), the procedure removes the subjective

decision-making process from a high-stress situation.

Mathematical Models in Fuel and Weight Management

Modern B737 SOPs integrate performance software (like the Onboard Performance Tool or OPT). However, pilots 

must still understand the underlying mathematics of the 3-to-1 Rulefor descents. To descend from 30,000 feet

(FL300) to sea level, a pilot calculates:

Distance = (Altitude / 1000) * 3

In this case, 30 * 3 = 90 nautical miles. The SOP for descent planning involves verifying this calculation against the

FMC’s Top of Descent (T/D) point to ensure the vertical profile is optimized for fuel efficiency and ATC constraints.



Maintenance and Technical Logs: The SOPs of Documentation

The SOP extends beyond the physical handling of the aircraft into the realm of Technical Logs. Before flight, the 

Captain must review the Minimum Equipment List (MEL) and the Configuration Deviation List (CDL). If a

system is inoperative (e.g., one of the two pack systems for air conditioning), the SOP provides specific "(M)"

maintenance and "(O)" operational procedures to be followed. This ensures the aircraft remains airworthy or is

operated within a restricted envelope that maintains an equivalent level of safety.

Summary of Operational Philosophy

The Boeing 737-800 is a machine of immense capability, but its safety is entirely dependent on the humans who

operate it. The Standard Operating Procedures discussed in this guide represent decades of accumulated

knowledge, engineering insights, and lessons learned from past accidents. By adhering to standardized flows,

utilizing checklists as a secondary verification, and maintaining clear communication through defined callouts, flight

crews can manage the complexity of the B737 NG with remarkable precision.

As aviation moves toward further automation, the role of SOPs remains unchanged. They provide the necessary

structure to manage the interface between human pilots and advanced flight management systems. Whether it is a

routine short-hop or a challenging approach in adverse weather, the B737-800 SOPs remain the definitive blueprint

for flight safety and operational excellence.
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