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In the high-stakes environment of commercial aviation, the Flight Management System (FMS) stands as the 

primary architectural framework for modern flight deck operations. For the Boeing 737 Next Generation (NG) 

series, the Flight Management Computer (FMC)is the vital component that orchestrates navigation,

performance, and vertical/lateral guidance. This technical analysis explores the intricacies of the 737NG FMC,

moving beyond basic tutorials to examine the underlying logic, sensor integration, and operational complexities that

define its use in professional aviation.

Understanding the Architectural Distinction: FMS vs. FMC

It is common for practitioners to use the terms Flight Management System (FMS) and Flight Management 

Computer (FMC) interchangeably; however, from a systems engineering perspective, they represent different 

layers of the aircraft's avionics suite. The FMS is an integrated system comprising several components: the FMC 

(the processing unit), the Control Display Unit (CDU) (the pilot interface), the Flight Control Computer (FCC), 

and various sensors including Inertial Reference Units (IRUs) and Global Positioning Systems (GPS).

The FMC serves as the brain of the system, housing the software and hardware necessary to calculate flight paths 

and performance data. In a standard 737NG configuration, dual FMCs are typically installed to provide redundancy. 

These computers process vast amounts of data from the Navigation Database (NavData) and the Performance 

Database (PERF) to provide the pilot with real-time optimization for fuel efficiency, timing, and path precision.

The Hardware Interface: The Control Display Unit (CDU)

The pilot interacts with the FMC through the CDU, located on the center pedestal. The 737NG CDU features a

monochrome or color CRT/LCD screen, line select keys (LSKs) on either side, and a full alphanumeric keypad.

Modern flight operations rely on the CDU for "programming the box," a process that begins long before the aircraft

leaves the gate. The CDU allows for the input of flight plans, performance constraints, and the monitoring of system

health.

Key Components of the FMC Architecture

•  Processor Unit: Executing complex algorithms for geodesic trajectory calculations and vertical profile 

optimization.

•  Memory Modules: Storing the massive Navigation Database, which is updated every 28 days according to the 

AIRAC cycle.

•  Input/Output (I/O) Logic: Interfacing with the ARINC 429 data bus to receive inputs from the Air Data Inertial 

Reference System (ADIRS) and GPS.

Core Logic: Lateral and Vertical Navigation (LNAV/VNAV)

The primary function of the FMC is to provide Lateral Navigation (LNAV) and Vertical Navigation (VNAV)

guidance. These modes represent the pinnacle of automated flight path management.

Lateral Navigation (LNAV) Logic



LNAV calculates a great-circle path between waypoints. The FMC accounts for magnetic variation, turn radius 

based on ground speed, and bank angle limits. When LNAV is engaged, the FMC sends roll commands to the 

Flight Director or Autopilotto track the programmed route. It is critical to understand that the FMC does not just

follow points; it calculates "fly-over" versus "fly-by" logic to ensure the aircraft captures the subsequent leg of a flight

plan without overshooting the turn.

Vertical Navigation (VNAV) Logic

VNAV is significantly more complex, as it involves the simultaneous management of airspeed, altitude, and engine 

thrust. The FMC uses the Performance Database—which contains the specific aerodynamic and engine 

characteristics of the 737-700, -800, or -900—to calculate an optimum vertical profile. VNAV operates in different 

phases: VNAV Climb, VNAV Cruise, and VNAV Descent. The computer calculates a Top of Descent (T/D)point

based on the most fuel-efficient idle-thrust glide path, accounting for forecasted winds and altitude constraints.

The Role of Sensors: Positioning and Accuracy

For the FMC to navigate, it must know exactly where the aircraft is. The 737NG uses a multi-sensor approach to 

determine its Actual Navigation Performance (ANP). The FMC prioritizes sensor data in a specific hierarchy to

minimize position error.

Positioning Hierarchy Table



Priority Sensor Input Description

1 GPS / GNSS Highest accuracy, utilizing satellite 
trilateration for precise coordinates.

2 DME/DME Scanning Calculating position by triangulating 
distances from two or more ground-
based DME stations.

3 VOR/DME Utilizing a single station's radial and 
distance; less accurate than DME/
DME.

4 IRS / IRU Internal gyroscopes and 
accelerometers. Used as a fallback; 
subject to "drift" over time.

As noted in technical discussions regarding the 737 Classic vs. NG, the presence of dual GPS receivers 

significantly reduces the reliance on traditional radio navigation. If GPS is lost, the FMC reverts to DME/DME 

updating, and eventually to purely Inertial Reference (IRS)navigation, which involves an inherent error growth rate

known as "IRS drift."

Performance Initialization and the Cost Index (CI)

One of the most critical inputs into the FMC is the Cost Index (CI). The Cost Index is a numerical value 

representing the ratio between the cost of time and the cost of fuel. A CI of 0 results in maximum range (minimum 

fuel consumption), while a CI of 999(or the aircraft's maximum) prioritizes speed and time-saving over fuel

efficiency.

Mathematical Foundation of CI

The formula used by the FMC to determine the optimum speed is:Cost Index = Cost of Time ($/hr) / Cost of Fuel

(cents/lb)

By adjusting the CI, the airline can dictate the FMC's calculation of cruise speeds and descent profiles to meet 

scheduling demands while balancing operational costs. The FMC then combines this with the aircraft's Gross 

Weight (GW) and Center of Gravity (CG) to calculate V-speeds (V1, Vr, V2)  and thrust limits for takeoff.

Descent Planning and Speed Control

Effective descent planning is where the FMC's computational power is most evident. The 737NG FMC calculates a 

path from the Top of Descent (T/D) to the End of Descent (E/D). Pilots often face challenges when the FMC's

predicted path does not align with Air Traffic Control (ATC) requirements.

VNAV Path vs. VNAV Speed

In VNAV Path mode, the FMC prioritizes staying on the calculated geometric path. If the aircraft is high or the wind 

shifts, the speed may increase to stay on the path. In VNAV Speedmode, the FMC maintains a specific airspeed

by adjusting the pitch of the aircraft, which may cause the aircraft to deviate from the vertical path. Understanding

this priority is essential for avoiding "Speed Intervene" scenarios where manual intervention is required to prevent

overspeeding during an approach.



Common FMC Alerts and Troubleshooting

•  DRAG REQUIRED: This alert occurs when the aircraft is significantly above the calculated VNAV path and 

the current airspeed/thrust configuration is insufficient to lose altitude rapidly. Solution: Deploy speed brakes.

•  UNABLE REQD ACCUR LUM: Indicates that the Actual Navigation Performance (ANP) exceeds the Required 

Navigation Performance (RNP). Solution: Verify sensor status or transition to raw data navigation.

•  INSUFFICIENT FUEL: The FMC predicts that the remaining fuel at the destination will be below the entered 

reserves based on current consumption and wind. Solution: Review route, altitude, or divert.

Technical Comparison: 737-800 FMC vs. Flexible Manufacturing Systems 
(FMS)

While the data provided occasionally mentions "Flexible Manufacturing Systems," it is important to distinguish this 

industrial engineering term from the aviation Flight Management System. Though they share an acronym (FMS),

their logic and goals differ vastly.



Feature Flight Management System 
(Aviation)

Flexible Manufacturing System 
(Industrial)

Primary Goal Path optimization, fuel efficiency, and 
safety.

Production efficiency and machine 
adaptability.

Core Input Navigation Data, Gross Weight, 
Weather.

Production orders, raw materials, 
robot logic.

Safety Criticality Ultra-high; involves human lives. High; involves equipment and worker 
safety.

Automation Type Trajectory and Guidance Control. Robotic Assembly and Material 
Handling.

Advanced Operational Procedures: Short Field Performance

The 737-800, particularly the SFP (Short Field Performance) variant, utilizes specialized FMC software tweaks to 

optimize takeoff and landing on shorter runways. The FMC in these aircraft provides specific N1 Limit calculations 

and Takeoff Ref data that allow for higher thrust settings and different flap configurations (such as Flaps 15 or 25 

takeoffs) to maximize lift and minimize ground roll. The FMC also assists in calculating Vrefspeeds for steeper

approach paths often associated with short-field airports like London City or Santos Dumont.

Integration with Electronic Flight Bags (EFB)

In modern 737NG cockpits, the FMC is no longer an isolated unit. It often interfaces with Electronic Flight Bags 

(EFBs). Performance data calculated on an iPad (such as OPT - Onboard Performance Tool) is compared against

the FMC’s internal calculations. This provides a secondary layer of verification for takeoff speeds and landing

distances, ensuring that the FMC’s performance database remains accurate relative to the specific environmental

conditions (temperature, pressure, runway contamination) of the day.

The Step-by-Step FMC Setup Workflow

For professional flight crews, a standardized sequence is followed to ensure no data is missed. This is often

referred to as the "FMC flow":

1.  IDENT: Confirm the aircraft model, engine rating, and that the NavData cycle is current.

2.  POS INIT: Initialize the aircraft's position using GPS coordinates or the airport reference point.

3.  RTE: Enter the origin, destination, and the flight route (airways and waypoints).

4.  DEP/ARR: Select the Standard Instrument Departure (SID) and Standard Terminal Arrival (STAR).

5.  PERF INIT: Input zero fuel weight, fuel reserves, cost index, and cruise altitude.

6.  N1 LIMIT: Select the takeoff thrust (Full, Derate 1, or Derate 2) and select an assumed temperature if 

performing a reduced thrust takeoff.

7.  TAKEOFF: Enter takeoff flaps and confirm calculated V-speeds.

Future Evolution: From NG to MAX

The logic found in the 737NG FMC served as the foundation for the 737 MAX. While the interface remains familiar 

to maintain a common type rating, the underlying processing power has increased. The MAX FMC integrates more 



deeply with the Onboard Maintenance System (OMS)and provides enhanced predictive capabilities for fuel and

energy management. However, the core principles of LNAV, VNAV, and performance-based navigation established

in the NG series remain the industry standard for narrow-body automated flight.

As commercial aviation moves toward Trajectory Based Operations (TBO), the role of the FMC will expand from

a local path calculator to a globally synchronized node in the Air Traffic Management (ATM) network. The ability of

the FMC to share its 4D trajectory (latitude, longitude, altitude, and time) with ground-based controllers in real-time

will be the next leap in reducing congestion and emissions.

In conclusion, the Boeing 737NG FMC is a sophisticated tool that demands a high degree of technical proficiency.

By understanding its sensor integration, performance logic, and vertical path calculations, pilots and flight

simulation enthusiasts can leverage the full potential of this remarkably robust computer to ensure safe and

efficient flight operations across the globe.
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