
AVIATION ENGINEERING OPERATIONS

Comprehensive Guide to the Boeing 737 Flight Crew 
Operations Manual (FCOM): Technical Architecture and 
Operational Standards
Published: October 16, 2025  |  Index ID: #440

In the high-stakes environment of commercial aviation, the Flight Crew Operations Manual (FCOM) serves as the 

definitive authoritative source for aircraft operation. For the Boeing 737 family—spanning the Classic (-300, -400, 

-500), the Next Generation (-600, -700, -800, -900ER), and the MAX series—the FCOM is more than just a 

guidebook; it is a legally binding framework and a technical blueprint that ensures global standardization and safety. 

Prepared by Boeing Commercial Airplanesand managed through the Commercial Aviation Services

organization, this documentation provides pilots with the necessary procedures, performance data, and systems

descriptions required to operate the aircraft within its certified envelope.

The Hierarchical Structure of Boeing Technical Documentation

To understand the FCOM, one must first understand its position within the broader ecosystem of Boeing’s technical 

publications. The FCOM does not exist in a vacuum; it is part of a layered documentation strategy designed to 

provide the right information at the right time. At the highest level is the Airplane Flight Manual (AFM), which is

the document approved by regulatory bodies like the FAA or EASA. The FCOM is a manufacturer-produced

document that includes the AFM data but expands upon it with operational techniques and standardized

procedures.

1. Flight Crew Operations Manual (FCOM)

The FCOM is typically divided into two primary volumes. Volume 1 focuses on Standard Operating Procedures 

(SOPs), limitations, and performance data. Volume 2 is a deep dive into Systems Descriptions, explaining the

mechanical, electrical, and pneumatic architecture of the aircraft. For instance, in the 737-800 FCOM, Volume 2

would detail the logic of the Air Conditioning and Pressurization systems, including the specific valve behaviors and

sensor redundancies.

2. Flight Crew Training Manual (FCTM)

While the FCOM tells the crew "what to do" and "what the system is," the Flight Crew Training Manual (FCTM)

focuses on the "how to fly" aspect. It provides guidance on maneuvering techniques, such as proper flare profiles,

crosswind landing techniques, and energy management. The FCTM is intended to support the procedures listed in

the FCOM, ensuring that pilots not only follow the steps but execute them with the required proficiency.

3. Quick Reference Handbook (QRH)

The QRH is an abbreviated version of the FCOM’s non-normal procedures. It is designed for rapid access during 

emergencies. While the FCOM contains the exhaustive theory and full procedural text, the QRH uses checklists to 

guide the crew through failures like an Engine Fire or Loss of Cabin Pressure. The data in the QRH is derived

directly from the FCOM and the AFM to ensure consistency across all documentation.

Technical Breakdown: The 737-700/800 Flight Crew Operations Manual

The transition from the 737 Classic to the 737 Next Generation (NG) necessitated a massive overhaul of the 



FCOM. The 737-700 and 737-800 models introduced advanced avionics, larger wings, and more powerful 

CFM56-7B engines. The documentation reflects these changes through detailed System Schematics and 

Performance Tables .

The Preliminary Preflight Procedure

As noted in the technical data for the 737-700/800 FCOM, the Preliminary Preflight Procedureis a critical phase

of flight preparation. This procedure is initiated by either the Captain or the First Officer once electrical power is

established. The technical logic behind this sequence is to ensure the aircraft's core systems are healthy before the

main preflight flows begin.

•  Electrical Power Verification: Ensuring the APU (Auxiliary Power Unit) or Ground Power is stable.

•  Safety Checks: Verifying that the landing gear lever is down, the speed brake is retracted, and the flap lever 

matches the physical position of the flaps.

•  IRS Alignment: The Inertial Reference System (IRS) must be initialized to provide accurate navigational data. 

This requires the entry of current coordinates into the Flight Management Computer (FMC).

•  Emergency Equipment: A physical inspection of fire extinguishers, oxygen masks, and life vests.



Procedure Step Responsible Party System Focus Safety Objective

Electrical Power On Captain/FO Electrical Bus/APU Establish system baseline

IRS Mode Selectors to NAV Pilot Flying Navigation/IRS Begin gyro-compassing/
alignment

Emergency Equipment 
Check

Designated Crew Safety/Life Support Ensure readiness for 
emergencies

FMC Initialization Pilot Monitoring Avionics/FMS Load flight plan and 
performance data

Comparative Analysis: 737 Classic vs. 737 NG vs. 737 MAX Manuals

A key challenge for operators managing mixed fleets is the variation in FCOM data between different generations of

the 737. The documentation for a 737-300 (Classic) differs significantly from the 737 MAX due to the evolution of

flight deck technology and automation logic.

Performance Data Variation

In the 737-300 FCOM, performance data is often presented in simplified tables. In contrast, the 737 NG and MAX 

FCOMs provide much more granular data to account for the increased range and efficiency of the aircraft. This 

includes specific V-speed (V1, Vr, V2)  adjustments based on Clearway/Stopway availability and Assumed 

Temperature Method (ATM) for reduced thrust takeoffs.

Systems Complexity

The 737 MAX FCOM includes specific supplements for the Maneuvering Characteristics Augmentation System 

(MCAS) and updated Flight Control Computer (FCC)logic, which were not present in earlier versions. The

technical writing in these supplements must be exceptionally precise to prevent pilot confusion during high-

workload scenarios.



Feature 737 Classic (-300/400) 737 NG (-700/800/900) 737 MAX

Cockpit Layout Analog/EFIS Hybrid 6-LCD Glass Cockpit 4-Large Format Displays

Engine Monitoring Primary Engine Instruments Full Digital EIS Integrated Display System

FCOM Volume 2 Detail Mechanical Systems 
focused

Integrated Digital Systems Fly-by-wire spoilers/MCAS 
logic

Standardization Operator Specific Boeing Standardized Boeing Standardized 
(Enhanced)

The Physics of Flight Operations Data

The FCOM isn't just a list of instructions; it is a mathematical model of how the airplane flies. One of the most 

critical sections of the manual is the Performance Section. Here, technical writers and engineers translate

complex aerodynamic formulas into usable tables for the crew.

Takeoff Performance Modeling

The takeoff performance data is derived from the basic acceleration equation: F = ma. In aviation terms, the Thrust 

(T) minus Drag (D) and Rolling Friction (F_r) must result in sufficient acceleration to reach Liftoff Speed (V_LOF)

 within the available runway length.

The FCOM provides adjustments for:

1.  Pressure Altitude: Higher altitudes result in lower air density, reducing both engine thrust and aerodynamic 

lift.

2.  Outside Air Temperature (OAT): Higher temperatures further reduce air density.

3.  Runway Slope: An uphill slope requires more energy to accelerate.

4.  Wind Component: Headwinds reduce the ground speed required for liftoff, while tailwinds increase it 

significantly.

The mathematical relationship for the Accelerate-Stop Distance (ASD) is also detailed, ensuring that if a pilot 

rejects a takeoff at V1, the aircraft can be brought to a full stop within the remaining runway, accounting for brake

energy limits.

Standardization and the Role of the Technical Writer

The clarity of an FCOM is paramount. As a Senior Technical Writer , the goal is to eliminate ambiguity. For 

example, a phrase like "Check the oil" is insufficient. The Boeing FCOM uses precise terminology: "Verify that the 

oil quantity is within the green band or above 12 quarts."This eliminates subjective interpretation and ensures

that every pilot, regardless of their native language or background, performs the task identically.

Document Control and Revision Cycles

Flight manuals are living documents. As flight testing continues or as in-service incidents occur, Boeing issues 

Temporary Revisions (TRs) or Operations Manual Bulletins (OMBs). These are critical updates that must be 

integrated into the FCOM immediately. For example, a bulletin might be issued to change a procedure for operating 

the Engine Anti-Ice system in specific atmospheric conditions. The FCOM management process ensures that 

these changes are tracked via List of Effective Pages (LEP) and Record of Revisions.



Practical Implementation: Integrating FCOM into Modern EFBs

The modern flight deck has transitioned from heavy paper manuals to the Electronic Flight Bag (EFB). This digital

transition has changed how pilots interact with FCOM data. Instead of flipping through a 1,000-page binder, pilots

use search functions and hyperlinks to jump between systems and procedures.

Benefits of Digital FCOMs:

•  Cross-Referencing: A pilot reading about the Hydraulic System can instantly click a link to the Landing Gear 

section to see how the two interact.

•  Weight Reduction: Removing paper manuals saves fuel and reduces the physical load on the flight crew.

•  Real-Time Updates: Revisions can be pushed wirelessly to the entire fleet, ensuring all crews have the latest 

safety information.

Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting

Despite the depth of the FCOM, crews sometimes encounter "edge cases" not explicitly covered. In these 

instances, the FCOM provides Operating Philosophies. For example, if a primary system fails and the FCOM 

doesn't have a specific checklist for the exact combination of secondary failures, the manual instructs the crew to 

prioritize Aviate, Navigate, and Communicate, using the systems descriptions in Volume 2 to troubleshoot

logically.

Case Study: Electrical System Failure Handling

Consider a scenario where a 737-800 experiences an Integrated Drive Generator (IDG) failure. The FCOM 

guides the crew through the IDG Disconnectprocedure. However, the technical background in Volume 2 explains

*why* the disconnect is permanent (mechanical shearing of the drive shaft). This knowledge helps the crew

understand that they cannot reset the generator in flight and must rely on the APU or the remaining generator,

influencing their decision on whether to continue to the destination or divert.

Advanced Operational Concepts: The 737-900ER and Extended Range 
Operations

The FCOM for the 737-900ER includes specific data for Extended-range Twin-engine Operational Performance 

Standards (ETOPS). This is a highly technical area of the manual that covers fuel requirements, diversion

strategies, and time-limited systems (such as cargo fire suppression). The documentation must detail exactly how

long the aircraft can fly on a single engine to reach an alternate airport, often up to 180 minutes or more.

Critical ETOPS Parameters in FCOM:

•  Critical Point (CP): The point in the flight where it is equally time-efficient to continue or return.

•  Equitime Point (ETP): Similar to CP, but adjusted for wind and weather.

•  Oxygen Requirements: Ensuring enough supplemental oxygen for passengers during an emergency descent 

and long-range cruise at 10,000 feet.

Maintenance and Engineering Synergy

While the FCOM is for pilots, it relies heavily on data from the Aircraft Maintenance Manual (AMM). There is a 

symbiotic relationship between the two. When a maintenance technician defers a broken component under the 

Minimum Equipment List (MEL), the pilot must refer to the FCOM/QRH for any (O) Operational Procedures 

required to fly the aircraft with that specific item inoperative. For instance, if one Pack(Air Conditioning) is

inoperative, the FCOM might limit the aircraft's maximum altitude to 25,000 feet.



Conclusion: The Future of Aviation Documentation

The Boeing 737 Flight Crew Operations Manual remains one of the most comprehensive technical documents in

the world. As we move toward more autonomous flight decks and advanced AI assistance, the role of the FCOM

will continue to evolve. However, the core principle remains the same: providing clear, accurate, and actionable

technical information to ensure the safety of millions of passengers. The transition to the 737 MAX has shown that

even a mature platform like the 737 requires constant vigilance in documentation and training. By adhering to the

standardized procedures outlined in the FCOM, flight crews maintain the exceptional safety record that defines

modern commercial aviation.
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