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Olivier Girard Interview 
 
Tell us about your background in sports science, Olivier? 
 
I’m very passionate and enthusiastic about elite sport, in particular tennis! In my early twenties, 
during summer months, I was in charge of physical conditioning of youth tennis players during 
training/competition camps in the beautiful French Alps. Meanwhile, I started studying sports 
sciences, originally with the intention to become a strength and conditioning coach. I was then lucky 
enough to meet my mentor Prof. Gregoire Millet during my undergraduate degree who inspired me 
to start my career as an applied researcher.  
 
After completing my doctoral degree (2006) in Human Movement Sciences at the University of 
Montpellier in France, I was employed as research scientist for nearly 8 years at Aspetar – Qatar 
Orthopaedic and Sports Medicine Hospital, a FIFA and IOC accredited medical center. I was very 
fortunate to work in this fast growing environment where I conducted innovative heat/altitude 
training camps for both local and international athletes. At this time, my research was mainly 
focused on understanding mechanisms responsible for fatigue during high-intensity intermittent 
exercises under challenging environmental conditions (i.e. heat stress or hypoxia). I also have a 
longstanding interest in understanding the biomechanical manifestation of fatigue during exhaustive 
running.  
 
I’ve spent the last 15 years in the field of exercise physiology and biomechanics on developing and 
facilitating performance outcome-based solutions for elite athletes (mainly team/racket sports), 
coaches and the rest of their support team.  
 
What inspired you to work specifically in the area of environmental physiology? 

 
In sports sciences, the delay between publication of scientific evidence (theory) and effective 
implementation by athletes (practice) typically exceeds a decade, while this time lag seems shorter 
in environmental physiology. The contribution of sports scientists or researchers to this growing field 
is also remarkable with the development of new training paradigms, such as the popular ‘live high 
train low’ altitude training method by Prof. Ben Levine in 1990s.  
 
In environmental physiology, the possibility of working collaboratively on multidisciplinary projects is 
also quite motivating. One example of a large project I was actively involved in is playing football in 
the heat, led by Dr Sebastien Racinais, when Qatar was bidding for the 2022 FIFA World Cup. 
Altitude training for team sports is an area that was still in its infancy in 2013 when I organised the 
largest international conference on this particular topic so far. Since then, a major achievement of 
our work was to update the panorama of altitude training methods available for athletes. Only few 
years after the first scientific evidence was published, two innovative altitude training interventions 
we developed – i.e., the so-called ‘repeated sprints in hypoxia’ and the ‘live high train low and high’ 
– are now largely used in elite sport. Even more exciting is that hypoxic conditioning or heat therapy 
can also be implemented with return-to-play athletes as well as patients to maximize health 
benefits.  
 
Refining best practices for an optimal, therapeutic use of environmental stress is my driving force 
moving forward!  

 



 

 
        

 

 
Please tell us more about the Environmental Physiology Special Interest Group (EPSIG), including 
why it was formed, how it operates and the aims of the group. 

 
When I first arrived in Perth a year ago, I was excited to find out that there are five different 
universities here with sports science programs, which is really unique. This represents a great 
opportunity for academic staff to enlarge their network of collaborators and work closely together 
on research topics of shared interest. Exercising in challenging environments is also something 
physiologists and research (sports) scientists from Western Australia Institute of Sport (WAIS) are 
working on in their effort to optimise preparation of elite athletes.  
 
In July 2018, I brought together representatives from the five Perth universities and WAIS in order to 
set up an Environmental Physiology Special Interest Group (EPSIG), which now counts 15 academics 
and in excess of 20 research students. Some of our goals include: developing and conducting 
innovative research in the area of environmental physiology; disseminating research findings to 
scientists, practitioners and the broader community; and supporting and training students, early 
career researchers and practitioners.  
 
Please summarise what EPSIG is all about in one sentence. 
 
EPSIG is a community of active researchers located in Perth (WA) who are advancing the science of 

environmental physiology and translating these innovations into practice to solve real-world 

problems.  

You’ve recently incorporated the ESSA Sports Science Meet-Ups format into EPSIG. How has that 
gone and what has the feedback been? 

 
In March this year, my former Aspetar colleague, Dr Peter Fowler contacted me to introduce the 

concept of ESSA Sports Science Meet-Ups. This ESSA initiative matches EPSIG’s philosophy and 

naturally we agreed that such meeting could indeed be incorporated in the agenda of one of our 

upcoming meeting. In April, a “beat the heat” debate was organised at Edith Cowan University with 

fruitful discussions (supported by both anecdotal and scientific evidence) around performance-led 

and more mechanistic issues of exercising in the heat. Some of the “hot” questions included the 

usefulness of combining heat training with other stressors (altitude, dehydration), similarities 

between natural and artificial heat exposure, and the possibility to also improve performance in 

temperate environments. Importantly, this initial meeting represented an ideal opportunity for two 

of our group members (Dr Carly Brade, Curtin University, and Dr Paul Goods, WAIS) to best prepare 

their mentoring of the first ESSA Sports Science Meet-Up meeting. Held at the end of June at WAIS, 

this ESSA event involved the larger WA sports science community and discussed the current state of 

the sports science industry.    

How has EPSIG evolved since you’ve been involved? What are your plans for the future? 
 
After defining EPSIG mission/vision/goals during initial stages, our meetings now provide a forum for 
discussing original data and brainstorming concepts by senior members and students. We also 
generate new research ideas for ambitious grants application as well as developing new research 
questions for Honours, Master and/or PhD projects. Moving forward, we plan to deliver practical 
sessions with demonstration of equipment usage/techniques and critical discussion around data 
analytic tools. In our upcoming meeting, for instance, we collectively agreed to critically discuss the 
use of near-infrared spectroscopy in sport and health set-ups.  
 



 

 
        

 

 
Ultimately, we hope to continue discussion with ECSS and ACSM special interest groups in 
environmental physiology in order to support and encourage Australian students to present their 
work around the globe. 
 
Do you have any tips/advice for anyone who wants to set up a special interest group for another 
topic? 

 
I believe that the main challenge is to clearly communicate to prospective members that the goal 
behind a special interest group certainly isn’t to create another “chore” in everyone’s already busy 
schedules. Such project involves bringing together scientists who share similar interests to create a 
platform that facilitates exchange of their valuable experiences.  
 
In order to increase members’ adherence, I can offer a few tips:  
 

• First, it is crucial to clearly define the identity of the special interest group (who will this 
benefit?) by collectively establishing the mission statement of the group.  

• Second, it is important to clearly define what will be the purpose of each meeting and 
circulate the agenda beforehand.  

• Third, it is important to encourage members to take ownership of the group by encouraging 
active participation – for instance, data presentation both by senior staff and students, 
practical sessions with equipment demos, discussion and facilitation of research ideas.  

• Finally, the way EPSIG operates is through roving meetings, held approximately every 2 
months. I find that all these strategies contribute to high engagement of our members. 

 
Where can people contact you and find out more information about you and EPSIG? 

 
More information about my research profile and EPSIG can be obtained from my website 
www.oliviergirard.com. Alternatively, you can follow me on Twitter (@dr_o_girard) for the latest 
updates! 
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