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The Boeing 737 remains one of the most prolific and successful commercial aircraft families in aviation history.

Since its inception in the late 1960s, the flight deck has undergone a radical transformation, moving from a complex

array of analog gauges and mechanical linkages to the highly integrated, large-format liquid crystal displays (LCDs)

seen in the 737 MAX. This evolution represents more than just a change in visual aesthetics; it encapsulates the

shift from manual pilotage to sophisticated automation and data-driven flight management. For aviation engineers,

pilots, and technical writers, understanding the 737 cockpit requires a deep dive into its mechanical systems,

avionics architecture, and the human-machine interface (HMI) philosophies that define the Boeing experience.

The Core Architecture: Flight Deck Layout and Ergonomics

The 737 cockpit is designed with a standard two-pilot configuration. Despite the aircraft's growth in size and weight 

over various generations (Original, Classic, Next Generation, and MAX), the basic footprint of the flight deck has 

remained remarkably consistent. This continuity is a result of Boeing&rsquo;s commitment to maintaining a 

Common Type Rating , allowing pilots to transition between generations with minimal additional training.

Occupancy and Spatial Constraints

A common inquiry regarding the 737 flight deck concerns its internal capacity. While the aircraft is large, the cockpit 

is notoriously compact compared to its wide-body counterparts like the 777 or 787. The flight deck typically 

accommodates three individuals comfortably: the Captain (left seat), the First Officer (right seat), and an observer 

on a fold-down jumpseat located directly behind the center pedestal. In some configurations, a second, smaller 

observer seat can be installed, though it significantly restricts movement. The physical ergonomics are governed by 

the Design Eye Point (DEP), a specific point in space from which the pilot can see both the internal

instrumentation and the external environment with optimal clarity.

The Flight Control System

Unlike Airbus, which pioneered the side-stick controller, Boeing has maintained the traditional Control Column 

(Yoke). These columns are interconnected, meaning a movement by one pilot is mirrored by the other. This

mechanical feedback is a cornerstone of Boeing&rsquo;s design philosophy, ensuring both pilots are physically

aware of the control inputs being applied to the aircraft. The system uses a combination of cables, pulleys, and

hydraulic actuators to move the primary flight control surfaces (ailerons, elevators, and rudder).

The Evolution of Glass Cockpit Technology

The transition to the "Glass Cockpit" began in the 1980s with the 737 Classic (-300/400/500) and was fully realized 

in the Next Generation (NG) series. In the modern 737 cockpit, the Primary Flight Display (PFD) and Navigation 

Display (ND) are the focal points of pilot interaction.

Primary Flight Display (PFD) Indication Logic

The PFD integrates several critical flight instruments into a single screen. This includes the Attitude Indicator (AI), 



Airspeed Indicator (ASI), Altimeter, Vertical Speed Indicator (VSI), and the Heading Indicator. The logic behind 

these displays is governed by the Common Display System (CDS). For example, the airspeed tape on a 737 PFD

does not just show current speed; it provides predictive vectoring, indicating where the airspeed will be in 10

seconds based on current acceleration or deceleration. This predictive logic is crucial for maintaining stable

approaches, especially in high-drag configurations.

The Flight Management Computer (FMC)

The FMC is the "brain" of the modern 737. It processes data from the Inertial Reference System (IRS) and GPS 

to determine the aircraft's position and calculates optimal flight paths based on weight, weather, and fuel efficiency. 

Pilots interact with the FMC through the Multipurpose Control Display Unit (MCDU), a keypad interface located 

on the center pedestal. The FMC handles everything from V-speed calculations during takeoff to the VNAV 

(Vertical Navigation) path during descent, which optimizes fuel burn by calculating a continuous descent profile.

Technical Comparison: Boeing 737 vs. Airbus A320 Flight Decks

The rivalry between the 737 and the A320 is not just a market competition but a clash of engineering philosophies.

The following table highlights the core technical differences in their cockpit environments.



Feature Boeing 737 (NG/MAX) Airbus A320 Family

Flight Control Interface Mechanical/Hydraulic Yoke 
(Interconnected)

Electronic Side-stick (Independent)

Cockpit Philosophy Pilot-in-command (Manual override 
priority)

Fly-by-wire (Envelope protection 
priority)

Primary Displays Standard 4-5 LCD screens (Large 
Format)

6 Interchangeable LCD screens

Trim System Moving Stabilizer Trim Wheels 
(Manual/Electric)

Automatic Auto-trim (No moving 
wheels)

Throttles Back-driven (Moving) Autothrottle Static (Non-moving) Thrust Levers

Mechanical Engineering: The Functional Necessity of Opening Windows

One of the most distinct features of the Boeing 737 cockpit is the ability to open the L2 and R2 (side) windows.

While modern wide-body aircraft often have fixed windows to reduce weight and complexity, the 737 maintains this

legacy feature for several critical reasons:

•  Emergency Egress: In the event of a cockpit door jam or catastrophic failure where main exits are blocked, the 

sliding windows serve as a primary escape route. Egress ropes are stowed in compartments above the windows to 

facilitate descent to the ground.

•  Smoke Evacuation: If the cockpit fills with smoke from an electrical fire, opening a window slightly creates a 

pressure differential that can help clear the air once the aircraft has depressurized.

•  Communication: Historically, these windows allowed pilots to communicate with ground crew without the use 

of an intercom, although this is less common in modern operations.

The window mechanism is a marvel of precision engineering. It utilizes a triple-locking handleand a sliding track.

Because the cockpit is a pressurized vessel, the windows must be able to withstand significant pressure

differentials. At a cruising altitude of 37,000 feet, the force exerted on a cockpit window can exceed several tons.

The "plug" design ensures that internal cabin pressure actually helps hold the window in place during flight.

The 737 MAX Grounding: A Technical Post-Mortem on Cockpit Systems

The 737 MAX groundings represent a pivotal moment in aviation history, centered largely on a cockpit system 

known as the Maneuvering Characteristics Augmentation System (MCAS). To understand the 737 cockpit

today, one must understand the modifications made during this period.

The MCAS Logic Failure

MCAS was designed to compensate for the different aerodynamic profile of the larger CFM LEAP-1B engines on

the MAX. Because the engines were moved forward and higher on the wing, the aircraft had a tendency to pitch up

at high angles of attack (AOA). MCAS was programmed to automatically trim the stabilizer nose-down to prevent a

stall. However, the original design relied on a single AOA sensor input. When that sensor failed, MCAS repeatedly

pushed the nose down, leading to the tragedies that grounded the fleet.

Engineering Redundancy and HUD Integration



Post-grounding, the 737 MAX cockpit underwent significant software and procedural overhauls. Key changes 

included:Dual AOA Logic: The MCAS system now compares data from two independent AOA sensors. If they 

disagree by more than 5.5 degrees, MCAS is inhibited.Cockpit Alerts: An "AOA Disagree" light is now a 

mandatory standard in the cockpit, providing pilots with immediate situational awareness of sensor malfunctions.

Heads-Up Display (HUD):Many airlines have opted to equip the 737 MAX with dual HGS (HUD Guidance

Systems). This allows pilots to view critical flight data projected onto glass panes in their direct line of sight,

reducing the need to look down at the PFD during critical phases of flight.

Operational Procedures: The "Flow" and Checklist Discipline

Operating a 737 requires strict adherence to standardized procedures. Pilots use a "Flow" pattern to configure the 

cockpit. For instance, the pre-flight flow starts at the overhead panel (checking battery, hydraulics, and fuel pumps), 

moves down to the MCP, and finishes at the center pedestal. Once the flow is complete, the pilot reads a 

Challenge-Response Checklistto verify that every critical item is set correctly. This dual-verification method is the

backbone of cockpit safety, ensuring that human error is mitigated by structured redundancy.

The Overhead Panel: Legacy Design in a Modern Age

The 737 overhead panel is a dense array of switches and dials. Unlike newer aircraft that use software-based "dark

cockpit" concepts (where lights only turn on if something is wrong), the 737 maintains many physical toggles for its

electrical, pneumatic, and hydraulic systems. This layout is a direct descendant of the 737-100/200, kept

intentionally similar to maintain pilot familiarity across the NG and MAX generations. Each switch is tactilely distinct;

for example, the engine start switches require a pull-and-turn motion to prevent accidental engagement.

The Role of High-Fidelity Simulation in Pilot Training

Given the complexity of the 737 cockpit, training is conducted in Level D Full Flight Simulators (FFS). These

multi-million dollar machines replicate the cockpit environment with 100% fidelity. Pilots use these to practice non-

normal procedures, such as engine failures, depressurization, and crosswind landings. Detailed diagrams of the

PFD indications are studied rigorously before pilots ever step into a simulator, as the interpretation of glass cockpit

symbology must be instinctive. The use of high-resolution imagery and stock photos in technical manuals and

computer-based training (CBT) ensures that the visual memory of the switch locations (known as "muscle

memory") is established early in the training cycle.

The Future of Narrow-Body Flight Deck Integration

As we look toward the future, the Boeing 737 cockpit continues to adapt. The integration of ADS-B In technology, 

which allows pilots to see other aircraft on their navigation displays with high precision, is becoming standard. 

Furthermore, the push for NextGenair traffic control systems requires the 737 to be equipped with DataComm,

allowing pilots to receive clearances via text-based messaging rather than voice radio. This reduces frequency

congestion and minimizes the risk of miscommunication.

The Boeing 737 cockpit is a fascinating blend of legacy mechanical systems and cutting-edge digital technology.

From the sliding windows that date back to the early days of jet travel to the sophisticated MCAS logic and 15-inch

LCDs of the MAX, the flight deck serves as a testament to engineering evolution. It remains a place where human

skill meets automated precision, requiring a pilot to be both a traditional aviator and a systems manager. As the

fleet continues to evolve, the lessons learned from the MAX groundings and the continuous improvements in HMI

design will ensure that the 737 cockpit remains one of the most studied and respected environments in the



aerospace industry.
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