
Intelligent Teaming in Action

Case Study: 2018 Tham Luang Cave Rescue

Examining the 2018 Tham Luang cave rescue
through the Teaming Labs Intelligent Teaming
Framework highlights how the operation's success
hinged on the integration of its five core elements:
Being, Doing, Learning, Sharing, and Organizing.

● Being: This core element underscored the
unified identity and shared purpose among
the diverse groups involved in the rescue.
Their collective and unwavering commitment
to saving the boys’ lives fostered a strong
sense of community and moral responsibility.

● Doing: The actionable strategies and
execution of the search and rescue plans demonstrated the dynamic capabilities of the
team to translate vision into action, overcoming physical, mental, emotional and logistical
challenges through innovative problem-solving.

● Learning: Continuous adaptation and learning were critical, as the rescue operation
faced unforeseen challenges. The team's ability to learn from each attempt and adapt
strategies accordingly was a testament to their resilience and ingenuity. While the death
of the former Thai Navy SEAL diver was tragic, the event underscored the significant
risks involved in extracting the boys as untrained divers, further informing the plans.

● Sharing: Communication within the rescue team and with the global community played a
vital role in the operation's success. Sharing updates, expertise, and support fostered a
sense of global solidarity and collective effort. The media’s role in creating awareness
around the world amplified this information and knowledge sharing.

● Organizing: The clear definition of roles, responsibilities, and coordination mechanisms
that were established ensured that the operation was well-organized despite its
complexity. This structural backbone, facilitated by all levels of government in Thailand,
resulted in efficient decision-making and resource allocation.

The Tham Luang cave rescue exemplifies the Intelligent Teaming Framework in action,
demonstrating how diverse teams can rapidly form, collaborate, and achieve extraordinary
outcomes in dynamic and complex situations.
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Overview of Tham Luang Cave Rescue Operation

Netflix Documentary: The Trapped 13: How We Survived the Thai Cave

Context
In June 2018, twelve boys aged 11 to 16 from the Wild Boars junior soccer team and their
25-year-old coach, Ekkapol Chantawong, ventured into the Tham Luang cave complex in
Chiang Rai Province, Thailand. Shortly after their entry, heavy rainfall partially flooded the cave,
blocking their exit and trapping them inside.

Key Events / Timeline
23 June

● Wild Boars soccer team entered Tham Luang cave and failed to exit due to flooding
24-25 June

● search & rescue operation started after team's belongings found at the cave entrance
26-27 June:

● flooding intensified; int’l teams, including UK divers and U.S. military joined the efforts
28-30 June:

● efforts to pump water out and find alternative entrances were escalated
● improved weather allowed divers to advance further; rescue rehearsals conducted

1-2 July
● operating base was established inside the cave; boys & coach were located alive

3-4 July
● plans for extraction were discussed with the arrival of

Thai Navy SEALs
● concerns over hypoxia due to falling oxygen levels

5-7 July
● former Thai Navy SEAL, Saman Kunan, tragically died

during a rescue dive
● his death raised questions about the feasibility of

untrained persons diving out
● oxygen levels fell further, accelerating rescue plans.

8-10 July
● rescue operation successfully executed

Key Organizations
The following key organizations / groups played a key role in the rescue:

Thai Government
The government played a crucial role, from local to national levels, in facilitating international
cooperation, providing necessary approvals, and ensuring that the rescue teams had the
resources and support needed.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VX-K0ipfPhU


Thai Navy SEALs
The SEALs were the backbone of the operation, leading the underwater missions to locate and
extract the soccer team. Their expertise in navigating perilous underwater environments was
critical to the operation's success.

International Divers
Divers from the UK, Australia, and other countries brought their specialized cave diving skills to
the mission. Their contribution was vital in planning and executing the complex rescue strategy.

Local Community and Volunteers
Local community in Chiang Rai Province, along with volunteers from across Thailand and
neighboring countries, provided essential support, from food and accommodation for rescue
teams to manual labor like pumping water out of the cave.

Private Sector Participants
Companies and individuals from the private sector offered technology, equipment, and
expertise. This included pumping, diving equipment, and logistical support.

Media
Media played a key role in raising global awareness and keeping the public informed.

Major Challenges & Risks
The Tham Luang cave rescue operation faced several significant challenges and risks, each
contributing to the complexity of the mission:

Flooding
The cave's location in a monsoon-prone region meant that rainfall could rapidly flood the cave
passages, posing a constant threat of drowning. The cave system's low-lying areas were
particularly vulnerable, and the unpredictable weather patterns exacerbated this risk. Efforts to
pump water out of the cave were critical but faced challenges due to the cave's extensive
network and the ongoing rains.

Oxygen Levels
As the rescue operation progressed, the oxygen levels within the cave began to deplete. The
presence of rescuers, equipment, and the enclosed nature of the cave system reduced the
available oxygen, creating a risk of hypoxia for the boys, their coach, and the rescue teams.
Managing oxygen levels became a priority, with supplies being transported to the trapped group
and efforts made to ventilate the cave.

Health and Stamina of the Boys
The boys and their coach faced physical and mental challenges due to their prolonged
entrapment. Limited access to food and clean water led to starvation and dehydration risks,
while the stressful conditions could affect their mental health and resolve. Ensuring their
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well-being was a delicate aspect of the rescue planning, involving medical assessments and
psychological support.

Navigational Difficulties
The cave's complex layout, with its narrow passageways, sharp turns, and submerged sections,
presented major navigational challenges. Even experienced cave divers found the environment
hazardous, requiring meticulous planning and execution to navigate safely. The murky waters,
strong currents, and the need to carry equipment and guide the boys through these passages
added layers of difficulty to the operation.

Options & Decisions

Pumping Water
The rescue team deployed large pumps to remove water from the flooded cave, aiming to lower
water levels and create passable routes. This endeavor was monumental, requiring constant
work due to the ongoing rains replenishing the water inside the cave. Despite the challenges,
this effort was crucial in maintaining manageable conditions for the rescue and preventing
further flooding.

Finding Alternative Exits
Exploratory teams were dispatched to locate other entrances or natural chimneys that might
provide easier access to the trapped group. This included drilling operations to create new
passageways directly to the boys' location. However, the geological complexity of the area, the
risk of causing cave-ins, and the difficulty in pinpointing the boys' exact location from the surface
made this option less viable.
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Sedation and Diving
After considering the risks and challenges, a decision was made to sedate the boys and their
coach to safely guide them through the underwater portions of the cave. This unprecedented
approach required the boys to be minimally conscious to prevent panic, while expert divers
navigated the treacherous passageways. Anesthetics were administered by a doctor who was
part of the rescue team, and each boy was escorted by two divers, ensuring their safety
throughout the extraction process.

Outcome

The rescue was completed over three days from July 8th to 10th, with all 12 boys and their
coach being brought out safely. The operation drew global attention and praise for the courage,
perseverance, and international cooperation it demonstrated.
The Tham Luang cave rescue highlighted the importance of teamwork, expertise, and resilience
in the face of daunting challenges. It remains a testament to human solidarity and the
capabilities of international rescue operations in emergency situations.
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