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In the high-stakes environment of commercial aviation, the ability to manage abnormal and emergency situations 

with surgical precision is what separates proficient flight crews from the rest. At the heart of this capability for the 

world's most widely used narrow-body aircraft is the Boeing 737 Quick Reference Handbook (QRH). This 

document is not merely a collection of checklists; it is a sophisticated engineering and operational framework 

designed to ensure the safety of the aircraft, its crew, and its passengers under the most grueling conditions. For 

pilots, engineers, and flight simulators, understanding the intricacies of the QRH—ranging from the 737-800 Quick 

Action Indexto the complex performance matrices of the 737 Next Generation (NG) series—is fundamental to

operational excellence.

The Architecture of the 737 Quick Reference Handbook (QRH)

The QRH serves as a subset of the larger Flight Crew Operations Manual (FCOM). While the FCOM provides

exhaustive detail on system operations and standard procedures, the QRH is optimized for rapid access and

execution. The Boeing 737-800 QRH (specifically document D6-27370-804-BRI(P2)) is structured to facilitate a

"Checklist-on-Demand" philosophy. Its design considers human factors, cognitive load, and the physiological

stresses encountered during inflight emergencies.

The Quick Action Index (QA Index)

The Quick Action Indexis the primary navigation tool within the handbook. It allows the Flight Crew to transition

from an observed symptom (such as a warning light, a master caution, or an engine vibration) to the appropriate

remedial checklist in seconds. The QA Index is typically categorized by aircraft system—Air Systems, Anti-Ice,

Communications, Electrical, Engines, Fire Protection, Flight Controls, Flight Instruments, Fuel, Hydraulics, Landing

Gear, and Warning Systems.

For the Boeing 737 NG, the index is color-coded and tabbed. High-priority emergencies, such as Engine Fire or 

Cabin Altitude Warning/Rapid Depressurization, are positioned for immediate access. These are often referred

to as "Memory Items" or "Recall Items," which the crew must perform from memory before even opening the QRH,

though the QRH is subsequently used to verify those actions and complete the remaining steps.

Technical Analysis: The Anatomy of a Non-Normal Checklist (NNC)

Every NNC within the 737 QRH follows a rigid logical structure. This ensures that the Pilot Flying (PF) and Pilot 

Monitoring (PM)maintain situational awareness while managing the failure. The workflow generally follows this

progression:

•  Condition: A brief statement explaining why the checklist is being performed (e.g., "The engine has failed").

•  Objective: The goal of the procedure (e.g., "To shut down and secure the affected engine").

•  Action Steps: Clear, imperative commands. Boeing uses the Challenge-Response method, where the PM 

reads the item and the PF (or PM, depending on the phase of flight and system) performs and confirms the action.

•  Decision Points: Conditional branches (e.g., "IF the engine fire light stays illuminated, THEN...").

•  Information/Notes: Technical warnings or operational constraints resulting from the failure (e.g., "Expect 



increased fuel burn" or "Autoland not available").

Performance Data and Mathematical Calculations

Beyond emergency procedures, the QRH is the repository for In-Flight Performance Data. This is critical when an 

aircraft must deviate from its original flight plan due to a system failure. For example, if a 737-800 experiences an 

Engine Failure (One Engine Inoperative - OEI), the crew must immediately reference the QRH Performance

section to determine:

1.  Driftdown Altitudes: The maximum altitude the aircraft can maintain with one engine at Max Continuous 

Thrust (MCT). This is calculated based on current weight and atmospheric temperature (ISA deviation).

2.  Approach and Landing Speeds: With a flap failure or engine failure, the standard Vref (Reference Landing 

Speed) must be adjusted.

The mathematical model for Vref adjustment often involves a base speed determined by weight, plus a wind 

correction factor. For a 737-800 at a typical landing weight of 60,000 kg, the Vref 30might be 142 knots. If the QRH

specifies a "Vref 15 + 10" adjustment for a specific non-normal condition, the crew must calculate the new target

speed to ensure adequate stall margin while minimizing the required landing distance.

Comparative Analysis: QRH vs. QRG vs. FCOM

Understanding the distinction between these documents is vital for technical accuracy and training. The following

table highlights the core differences in the Boeing 737 documentation suite.



Feature Quick Reference 
Handbook (QRH)

Quick Reference Guide 
(QRG)

Flight Crew Operations 
Manual (FCOM)

Primary Purpose Emergency and Abnormal 
Procedures

Study tool and simplified 
checklist summary

Comprehensive system 
and operational 
descriptions

Regulatory Status Certified/Mandatory for 
flight

Usually Non-Certified/
Supplemental

Certified/Mandatory for 
flight

Content Depth Procedural - "What to do" Summarized - "Quick look" Descriptive - "How it works"

Data Usage In-flight performance 
adjustments

General reference for study Pre-flight planning and 
system logic

Aircraft Approach Categories and V-Speed Dynamics

A critical technical component mentioned in the QRH is the Aircraft Approach Category. For the Boeing 737 

family, this classification is determined by Vat(Velocity at Threshold), which is 1.3 times the stall speed in the

landing configuration at the maximum certified landing mass. 

The 737-800 generally falls into Category C, though it can enter Category Dduring certain heavyweight or non-

normal operations where landing speeds are significantly higher. This classification dictates the protected airspace

during circling approaches and the minimum visibility requirements for different instrument approaches.

Takeoff Speed (V-Speeds) Breakdown

While the QRH focuses on abnormal situations, the foundational knowledge of standard takeoff speeds is required

to recognize when a "Reject Takeoff" procedure from the QRH must be initiated. Takeoff speeds are influenced by:

•  V1 (Takeoff Decision Speed): The maximum speed at which a pilot can initiate a rejected takeoff and stop the 

aircraft within the remaining runway.

•  VR (Rotation Speed): The speed at which the pilot initiates the pitch-up to liftoff.

•  V2 (Takeoff Safety Speed): The target speed to be reached at the 35-foot screen height with one engine 

inoperative.

In a 737-800, these speeds are typically calculated via an Onboard Performance Tool (OPT) , but the QRH

contains backup tables for "Advisory Information" should the electronic systems fail.

Field Guide: Implementing QRH Procedures in High-Stress Scenarios

In the cockpit, the execution of a QRH checklist follows a specific Crew Resource Management (CRM) protocol. 

This ensures that the aircraft is being flown while the problem is being solved. The procedure generally follows the 

"Fly, Navigate, Communicate, Manage" hierarchy.

Step-by-Step Emergency Execution

1.  Identification: The crew identifies the failure (e.g., PM calls "Master Caution, Overhead, Fuel").

2.  Stabilization: The PF ensures the aircraft is on a safe flight path. No QRH actions are taken below 400 feet 

AGL (except for Gear retraction and silencing warnings) to ensure obstacle clearance.

3.  Recall Items: If the failure has memory items (like an APU Fire), the crew performs them without referring to 

the book.



4.  Checklist Selection: The PM locates the checklist in the QA Index.

5.  Execution: The PM reads the checklist title to ensure the PF agrees it is the correct one. They then proceed 

through the steps.

6.  Completion: Once the "Checklist Complete" phrase is uttered, the crew assesses the status of the aircraft 

and makes a decision regarding diversion or continuation.

Performance Metrics: The Impact of Flap Configurations

The Boeing 737 QRH provides detailed tables for Non-Normal Landing Distance. These tables are vital when the 

crew faces a degraded braking or aerodynamic configuration. For example, if the aircraft must land with Flaps 15 

instead of the standard Flaps 30 due to a flight control malfunction, the landing distance will increase significantly.



Condition (737-800 @ 
65T)

Reference Distance (Dry 
Runway)

Speed (Vref) Factor to Add

Normal Flaps 30 1,150 Meters 145 kts Base

Flaps 15 (Non-Normal) 1,380 Meters 155 kts +230m

Loss of System A &amp; B 
Hyd

2,100 Meters 165 kts +950m

No Brakes (Reverse Only) 3,500+ Meters 145 kts Critical

Note: These values are simplified representations for educational purposes and vary based on altitude,

temperature, and runway slope.

Case Study: Engine Failure on Takeoff (EFTO) Management

Consider a Boeing 737-800departing from a high-altitude airport like Denver (KDEN). At V1 + 5 knots, the #2

engine experiences a catastrophic failure and fire. The QRH protocol for this scenario is a masterpiece of technical

logic.

Phase 1: Initial Response

The PF maintains directional control using rudder input and continues the rotation. Once a positive rate of climb is 

established, the gear is retracted. The crew waits until the "Acceleration Height" (typically 1,000 feet AGL) before 

initiating the Engine Fire or Severe Damage QRH checklist.

Phase 2: The Checklist Logic

The PM identifies the checklist in the Engine section of the QRH. The first item is a memory item: "Autothrottle (if 

engaged)... Disengage." This ensures the good engine doesn't automatically reduce power when the pilot is trying 

to climb. The crew then moves the "Thrust Lever (affected engine)" to idle, but only after cross-confirmation. The

PF points to the lever, the PM confirms "Confirmed, Number 2," and the action is taken. This "Confirm" step is a

safety redundancy to prevent shutting down the wrong (healthy) engine.

Phase 3: Decision Making

After the fire is extinguished or the engine is secured, the crew uses the Performance section of the QRH to 

determine the Max Continuous Thrust (MCT)  setting and the Single Engine Service Ceiling. If the aircraft

cannot maintain its current altitude at its current weight, it must perform a "Driftdown" procedure, which is also

meticulously detailed in the handbook.

Common Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting

Despite its comprehensive nature, the QRH can present challenges during execution. One of the most common 

issues is Checklist Interruption. If a crew is interrupted by an Air Traffic Control (ATC) call or another system

alarm, they may skip a step. Advanced training emphasizes the "Place-Holding" technique, where the PM keeps a

finger on the last completed item.

Another challenge is Multiple Failures. In complex scenarios (e.g., a dual-generator failure), the crew may find 

themselves referred to multiple checklists. The Boeing 737 QRH handles this by including "General" sections that 



prioritize which failure to address first—usually based on the "Land ASAP" (Land as soon as possible) or "Land 

ASAA" (Land as soon as accessible) criteria.

Digital Evolution: From Paper to eQRH

Modern airlines are transitioning from the physical 5.5 3 x 8.5 3 binders to Electronic Flight Bags (EFB) and eQRHs.

The technical advantage of an eQRH is the ability to filter checklists based on the specific tail number's

configuration and to automatically calculate landing distances by pulling real-time weather and aircraft weight data.

However, the core logic and the QA Index structure remain identical to the legacy paper versions to maintain cross-

platform training consistency.

Technical Summary of QRH Components

The effective use of the Boeing 737 QRH requires a deep understanding of its modularity. The handbook is divided

into three primary parts:

•  Part 1: Non-Normal Checklists (NNC): These are organized by system and are designed to rectify or mitigate 

a mechanical or electrical failure.

•  Part 2: Manoeuvres: This section provides standardized procedures for complex flying tasks, such as Upset 

Recovery, TCAS RA (Traffic Collision Avoidance System Resolution Advisory), and GPWS (Ground Proximity 

Warning System) escapes.

•  Part 3: Performance: This is a data-heavy section used to calculate the physical limitations of the aircraft 

following a failure, focusing heavily on landing distances and climb gradients.

The Boeing 737 family—from the classic 300/500 series to the 700/800 Next Generation and the MAX—relies on 

the QRH as the ultimate safety net. By providing a structured, data-driven, and human-factors-engineered 

response to the unknown, the QRH ensures that even in the most dire circumstances, the flight crew has a clear 

path toward a safe landing. Its integration of physics, engineering logic, and procedural discipline makes it one of 

the most critical documents in the history of aviation safety. Whether for a student pilot using a B737 Quick Study 

Guideto prepare for a checkride or a veteran captain managing a mid-flight emergency, the QRH remains the final

authority on aircraft recovery and operational integrity.

As aviation technology continues to evolve, the principles embedded within the 737 QRH—systematic 

verification, disciplined communication, and data-driven decision making—will remain the gold standard for

cockpit operations worldwide. For those operating the PMDG 737NG series in high-fidelity simulation or those flying

the real aircraft, the QRH is not just a book; it is the synthesis of decades of flight safety engineering and a

testament to the industry's commitment to zero-accident operations.
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