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Few professionals in this field invest in fur-
thering their knowledge of recent advances, 
whether lowering friction or reducing wear 
of mating components.

What are some of the biggest challenges 
for tribology?
Misperceptions about the field. Many people still 
view tribology as traditional and old, when that 
simply isn’t the case.. We need to dedicate more 
resources to continuing education and provide better 
training for our engineers. I believe it’s critical that 
essential elements of tribological understanding lie 
at the core of every engineering programme.

Another area that still challenges many people in 
the field of tribology is that of scale-dependence. 
Will the friction between two surfaces at one-
dimensional scale be the same as that at a differ-
ent scale? For example, we know that water is a 
good natural lubricant and that wet surfaces slide 
better. But that is at the macroscale! In contrast, 
at the nanoscale, we see that water molecules 
on a surface may actually increase friction due to 
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their viscous effect, which becomes the 
dominant mechanism.

Where do you expect to see the 
most innovation?
I would expect transportation to be 
one key area. Apart from automotive, 
there is a lot of current development in 
magnetic levitation, high speed trains, 
aero engines, space travel, etc.

But automotive is probably the biggest 
one as governments push to lower 
emissions and increase efficiency. The 
only way that we can still improve the 
efficiency of the internal combustion 
engine is to lower friction and wear. 
One way is to coat many of the mating 
components with low friction coatings, 
another is to develop better lubricants. 
Texturing surfaces is an additional way 
of optimising engine performance.

How do you think tTribology will 
evolve in the future?
I think that tribology will evolve the 
most in fields where it is still not fully 
understood, including:

Many people still view tribology as traditional and old, 
when that simply isn’t the case
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• Functionalised surfaces, including biomimetic 
surfaces

• Better surface coatings to lower friction and 
wear, particularly in engines

• Nanoscale tribology and the effects of scale 
dependence

• Biotribology as we continually strive to increase 
the lifetime of materials in the body

Until we truly recognise the importance of tribology 
in our lives, we won’t attribute the required resources 
to solve tribological problems.

In an effort to provide a clear understanding of 
what it takes to succeed in today’s market, and in 
its continuous efforts to educate the workforce, the 
South African Institute of Tribology offers beginner 
and advanced Lubrication Engineering courses.

Ricardo De Bonis, a past president and current SAIT 
member is owner of Nona Industrial.


