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This is information only.  Recommendations aren’t mandatory. 
 
Introduction 
 
This Special Airworthiness Information Bulletin (SAIB) advises registered owners and operators of 
all The Boeing Company Transport Category Airplanes of an airworthiness concern regarding 
inadvertent actuation of the flight deck controls. 
 
At this time, the airworthiness concern is not an unsafe condition that would warrant airworthiness 
directive (AD) action under Title 14 of the Code of Federal Aviation Regulations (14 CFR) part 39. 
 
Background 
 
On September 6, 2011, an upset event occurred on a The Boeing Company Model 737-700 airplane 
during cruise. The pilot inadvertently operated the rudder trim switch while intending to unlock the 
flight deck door. The autopilot initially countered the airplane roll, due to the rudder deflection, with 
an opposite wheel command. When the autopilot reached its authority limit, the airplane began to roll 
and pitched nose down, which resulted in a significant altitude loss and heading change before 
control of the airplane was recovered by the pilot.  
 
During the investigation of this incident, numerous aisle stand configurations were identified due to 
the multitude of supplemental type certificate installations and significant variability in the 
Boeing-delivered configurations. On the incident airplane (Model 737-700), the rudder trim switch is 
in approximately the same location as the flight deck door control switch on the operator’s Model 
737-500 airplane. This creates a potential for confusion when pilots transition between aircraft. 
Positive training on one model can become negative when the pilot transfers to a different model. 
Although the rudder trim switch (Figure 1) and flight deck door control switch (Figure 2) are 
different in size and shape (cylindrical vs. blade shaped), and the flight deck door unlock side of the 
switch must be depressed before turning, the general feel (spring force) to actuate the switches is 
similar; both are spring loaded to the center position. In this incident, the negative transfer error 
allowed the pilot to think he had operated the correct control, and the similarity of the control’s 
operation exacerbated the situation. 
 
It was also determined through this investigation that this specific issue may not be applicable to 
many operators due to their flight deck procedures, which include: 
 

• The flight deck door control switch should not be used to unlock the flight deck door.  
• A cabin crew member must enter the flight deck when another flight crew member leaves.  
• The flight deck door must be monitored with the view port or camera and positive control of 

the door must be maintained until it is opened manually to allow re-entry of the flight crew 
member.  

 
Note: There are other advantages to having an additional crew member in the flight deck, e.g., in case 
of pilot incapacitation or illness. 
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    Figure 1 – Rudder Trim Switch 
 

 
Figure 2 – Flight Deck Door Control Switch 

 
In response to this incident, Boeing analyzed modifying the shape of the flight deck door control 
switch; however, they determined the position of the switch is more important than the shape of the 
switch from a human factors perspective. Position of a switch that affects pilot reach/posture provides 
better feedback to the pilot than the shape of the switch that the pilot feels. Boeing determined the 
most important factor to minimize inadvertent activation of the control switches is aisle stand 
configuration consistency within an operator’s fleet. 
 
Therefore, Boeing developed new design guidelines for the aisle stand configuration for airplanes in 
production. The aisle stand is divided into three columns:  left column (captain side), center column, 
and right column (first officer side). These guidelines minimize aisle stand configuration variations 
within an operator’s fleet and, when possible, move the flight deck door control switch to the far right 
column as far aft as possible and move the rudder trim switch to the center column as far aft as 
possible.  
 
Having a consistent position for the rudder trim switch is paramount because it provides a direct input 
to the aircraft rudder and can induce both yaw and roll into the aircraft flight attitude. Because both 
the rudder trim switch and the flight deck door control switch have a similar feel and action (turn and 
hold), a standard location and sufficient separation between these controls is recommended. Placing 
the controls in the recommended locations is consistent with most Boeing-delivered airplanes and 
creates a distinctive reach posture, provides sufficient separation in relation to reach direction from 
both seats, and provides adjacent tactile landmarks. This includes the railing in the corner of the aisle 
stand and the guarded stabilizer trim switch located between the rudder trim switch and the flight 
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deck door control switch, which provides additional feedback to the pilot on which control is being 
touched.  
 
Boeing issued Service Letter 737-SL-27-238, “Inadvertent Activation of Rudder Trim,” dated 
September 19, 2012, to provide operators with additional information. The Service Letter is 
associated with the 737 fleet; however, Boeing agrees the recommendations it provides are pertinent 
to all Boeing airplanes.  
 
Recommendations 
 
The FAA recommends that operators make procedural changes or configuration changes—or both—
to address this airworthiness concern.  
 

Procedural Changes: 
Operators that have flight deck procedures, or adopt flight deck procedures similar to those 
described in this SAIB eliminate the risk of actuating a flight critical switch in air while attempting 
to unlock the flight deck door.  
 
Configuration Changes: 
Operators that do not have flight deck procedures, or do not adopt flight deck procedures similar to 
those described in this SAIB should take action to mitigate the risk of actuating a flight critical 
switch in air while attempting to unlock the flight deck door.  

 
For those operators, the FAA recommends minimizing aisle stand configuration variations within 
their fleets to prevent inadvertent actuation of the controls. If configuration variations are found, we 
recommend that the aisle stand layout be modified. When modifying the aisle stand layout, operators 
should always place controls in a location where they can get the most consistency within their fleets, 
and do the following, if possible: 

 
1. Place the rudder trim switch in the center column as far aft as possible. 
2. Place the flight deck door control switch in the far right column (first officer side) aft position. 
3. Do not place the flight deck door control switch in the center column. 

 
Both: 
For operators that incorporate the procedural changes, the FAA still recommends that operators 
make the configuration changes to minimize aisle stand configuration variations within their fleets 
to prevent any inadvertent actuation of the controls. Also, the configuration changes would be 
unaffected by any future procedural changes. 

 
For Further Information Contact 
 
Christy Helgeson, Human Factors Specialist, Flight Test Branch, ANM-160S, FAA, SeattleAircraft 
Certification Office, 1601 Lind Avenue SW.; Renton, Washington 98057-3356; phone: 
(425) 917-6528; fax: (425) 917-6590; email: christy.helgeson@faa.gov. 
 
Marie Hogestad, Aerospace Engineer, Airplane and Flight Crew Interface Branch, ANM-111, FAA, 
Seattle Aircraft Certification Office, 1601 Lind Avenue SW.; Renton, Washington 98057-3356; 
phone: (425)  227-2674; fax: (425) 917-6590; email: marie.hogestad@faa.gov. 
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For Related Service Information Contact 
 
The Boeing Company, P.O. Box 3707, Seattle, Washington 98124; phone: (425) 342-6176; fax: 
(425) 342-7826. 
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