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al., 2019; Rollè et al., 2019). Further, the benefits of positive 
father–child relationships for child social functioning have 
been understudied among children who experience risk 
factors, such as child maltreatment. In particular, previous 
studies have often overlooked how the identity of the per-
petrator (e.g., maltreatment perpetrated by a mother alone) 
may change the effects of the quality of father-child relation-
ship on children’s social functioning. Understanding how 
father-child relationship quality interacts with the perpetra-
tor’s identity to influence children’s social development is 
crucial for designing effective family-based intervention 
programs that support healthy child development. To this 
end, the current study applied a strengths-based perspective 
and sought to examine the association between father–child 
relationship quality and social functioning among children 
at risk for child maltreatment. Further, we tested whether 
this association differs by children’s history of exposure to 
maltreatment perpetrated by fathers.

Ample empirical evidence suggests that fathers make a vital 
contribution to their children’s development and well-being 
(Diniz et al., 2021; Lamb, 2004; Rollè et al., 2019; Sarkadi 
et al., 2008). Despite the considerable growth and advance-
ment in fathering research, several important research gaps 
remain. First, relatively little is known about the role of 
father–child relationship quality on children’s social func-
tioning because previous studies have mainly focused on 
children’s behavioral and cognitive outcomes (e.g., Cano et 

	
 Susan Yoon
yoon.538@osu.edu

1	 College of Social Work, The Ohio State University, 
Columbus, USA

2	 Department of Social Welfare, College of Social Sciences, 
Ewha Womans University, Seoul, South Korea

3	 Department of Social Work, Binghamton University-State 
University of New York, Binghamton, USA

4	 The Center for Family Safety and Healing, Nationwide 
Children’s Hospital, Columbus, USA

Abstract
Despite the considerable growth and advancement in fatherhood research, relatively little is known about the effects of 
father–child relationship quality on social functioning among children who experience child maltreatment. Applying the 
strengths-based perspective, the current study sought to examine the association between father–child relationship qual-
ity and social functioning (social competence and positive peer relationships) among at-risk children, and to determine 
whether these associations are moderated by perpetrator type. This study included a sample of 681 US children (age 12 
years) drawn from the Longitudinal Studies of Child Abuse and Neglect. We conducted a series of ordinary least squares 
multiple regression analyses. Higher-quality father–child relationships were associated with higher levels of social com-
petence (B = 0.19, SE = 0.06, p = .002) and positive peer relationships (B = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p = .005). Significant interac-
tion effects were found. The positive association between father–child relationships and peer relationships was signifi-
cantly stronger among children with a history of maltreatment perpetrated by fathers with or without mothers (B = 0.16, 
SE = 0.05, p = .002). Findings highlight the importance of positive father–child relationships in building social resilience 
among children who experience maltreatment. Practitioners working with youth who are at risk for maltreatment should 
consider engaging fathers in services to support the development of strong father–child relationships.

Keywords  Child maltreatment · Father–child relationship quality · Perpetrator type · Resilience

Accepted: 7 September 2024 / Published online: 13 October 2024
© The Author(s) 2024

Father–Child Relationship Quality and Social Functioning Among 
Children at Risk for Child Maltreatment

Susan Yoon1,2  · Dalhee Yoon3 · Uwe Wernekinck4 · Seungjin Lee2 · Choong Rai Nho2 · Ick-Joong Chung2

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-024-00982-z
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2318-2823
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10560-024-00982-z&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-10-10


S. Yoon et al.

Father–Child Relationship Quality and Child 
Social Functioning

Currently, there is little information on the link between pos-
itive father–child relationships and social functioning, such 
as social competence and positive peer relationships, among 
children who experience maltreatment or are at risk of mal-
treatment. Thus, for a comprehensive review of empirical 
evidence in this area, we turn to the literature on father 
involvement and child social functioning in the general pop-
ulation. Additionally, drawing from family systems theory 
(Bowen, 1993; Minuchin, 1974, 2018), which posits that 
families function as systems in which individual parts influ-
ence one another, we consider mother–child relationships 
along with father–child relationships in this review. Family 
systems theorists emphasize that families function as a unit, 
with different dynamics among the family members driving 
individual behaviors. Building on the idea that the family is 
an interconnected system in which the thoughts, emotions, 
and actions of one member impact other parts of the system 
(Bowen, 1993), father–child relationship quality may not 
be adequately understood without also considering mother–
child relationship quality, and vice versa. For this paper, we 
consider father involvement and father-child relationships 
quality across all family contexts, including non-traditional 
structures, such as unmarried coparenting arrangements and 
non-residential fathers. This approach is crucial given the 
rapidly increasing diversity of family structures (Smock & 
Schwartz, 2020). Family systems theory emphasizes the 
importance of examining the role of non-residential fathers, 
as the impact of their involvement is not limited to tradi-
tional family structures but extends to any arrangements 
and contexts (Cox & Paley, 1997). Father involvement can 
significantly affect family dynamics, interparental relation-
ships, family functioning, and child outcomes even when 
fathers are not living in the home.

A growing body of empirical evidence indicates the role 
of high-quality father–child relationships in the develop-
ment of positive social functioning in children (Cabrera et 
al., 2011). For example, father involvement was related to 
higher levels of social competence among preschool chil-
dren in a Portuguese sample (Torres et al., 2014). Simi-
larly, consistent and responsive parenting by fathers was 
associated with higher ratings of social competence among 
children in Puerto Rican families (Fagan, 2000). Addition-
ally, positive paternal parenting behaviors, such as higher 
engagement in the child’s activities, responsiveness, and 
intimacy, were linked with improved social competence in 
daughters in a Korean sample (Chae & Lee, 2011). Con-
versely, conflict between father and child was found to be 
predictive of lower social competence in a sample of Chi-
nese children (Zhang, 2013).

In addition to social competence, father–child relation-
ship quality has been related to children’s peer relationships 
(Cabrera et al., 2011; Lieberman et al., 1999). Focusing on 
ethnically diverse children, Cabrera et al. (2011) found that 
father–child relationship quality served as an important 
predictor of children’s peer relationships during middle 
childhood. Similarly, Veríssimo et al. (2011) revealed that 
higher quality of attachment to one’s father was predictive 
of friendships among preschool children, even after con-
trolling for mother–child attachment relationships. A sig-
nificantly larger volume of research has examined the role 
of mother–child relationship quality in children’s social 
functioning and has consistently found that higher-quality 
mother–child relationships predicted more positive child 
social functioning, including social competence and better 
peer relationships (e.g., Attili et al., 2010; Cohn, 1990; Kim 
& Cicchetti, 2004; Seibert & Kerns, 2015).

Together, previous studies have identified both mother–
child and father–child relationship quality as significant pre-
dictors of children’s social functioning (Boling et al., 2011; 
Fernandes et al., 2020; Groh et al., 2014). However, less is 
known the benefits of positive father-child relationship qual-
ity on children’s social functioning for children who have 
experienced or are at risk of experiencing child maltreat-
ment. A small volume of research has focused on children 
who have experienced risk factors, including maltreatment 
or other forms of family violence, and generated prelimi-
nary evidence that higher-quality paternal involvement 
(e.g., positive father–child relationships) is associated with 
better emotional and behavioral functioning, such as lower 
levels of internalizing and externalizing problems and fewer 
depressive symptoms (Dubowitz et al., 2001; Leon et al., 
2016; Yoon et al., 2018, 2021). These findings suggest that 
positive father-child relationships may have similar benefits 
on child social functioning, yet the extent to which father–
child relationship quality is linked to children’s social func-
tioning, such as social competence and peer relationships, 
after exposure to maltreatment remains unclear.

Interaction Between Father-Child Relationship 
Quality and Perpetrator Type

Perpetrators of child maltreatment are most likely to be the 
child’s parents. According to the 2022 national Child Mal-
treatment report, 89.0% of victims are maltreated by one or 
both parents. Of those, 37.4% were victims maltreated by a 
mother acting alone, 24.5% were maltreated by a father act-
ing alone, and 19.2% were maltreated by both parents (US 
Department of Health and Human Services, 2024). There-
fore, when investigating the association between father–
child relationship quality and a child’s social functioning, it 
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is important to consider whether the child has experienced 
maltreatment by parents.

Several studies have examined the benefits of positive 
parent-child relationship quality on child functioning in the 
context of child maltreatment, but findings have been mixed. 
Some studies found no evidence of significant interaction 
effects of child maltreatment and father–/mother–child 
relationship quality on child outcomes, including antiso-
cial behavior and internalizing or externalizing symptoms 
(Kim & Cicchetti, 2004; Sousa et al., 2011). Other studies, 
however, found significant interaction effects between mal-
treatment and father–/mother–child relationship quality. For 
instance, Alink et al. (2009) found that child maltreatment 
was associated with lower levels of emotion regulation and 
greater internalizing and externalizing symptoms among 
children with poor-quality mother–child relationships. To 
the authors’ knowledge, only one study to date has exam-
ined the interaction effects between father-child relationship 
quality and perpetrator type on child outcomes (Yoon et al., 
2022). Yoon et al. (2022) found that higher-quality father–
child relationships buffered the negative impact of maltreat-
ment on a youth’s internalizing and externalizing problems 
when maltreatment was perpetrated by mothers alone. The 
inconsistent findings from previous studies point to the need 
for further research to disentangle the associations between 
father–child relationship quality, perpetrator type, and social 
functioning among children at risk for maltreatment.

The Present Study

Despite prior research pointing to positive parent–child 
relationships as one of the most salient protective factors 
for children with maltreatment histories (Afifi & MacMil-
lan, 2011; Meng et al., 2018), little research to date has 
applied a strengths-based lens to examine the role of posi-
tive father–child relationships in building social resilience 
(i.e., social aspects of resilience, such as social compe-
tence and positive peer relationships) among children at 
risk for child maltreatment. Understanding the protective 
role of positive father-child relationships and determining 
their benefits in the context of a history of maltreatment 
perpetrated by parents is important for effectively support-
ing this population. Using data from a sample of children 
who experienced or were at risk for maltreatment, the pres-
ent study aimed to examine whether positive father-child 
relationships are associated with better social functioning. 
Additionally, this study sought to test the moderating role of 
exposure to father/mother-perpetrated child maltreatment. 
We focused on the following two research questions: (1) 
are there significant associations between father–child rela-
tionship quality and social functioning (social competence 

and positive peer relationships) among children at risk for 
maltreatment? (2) are these associations moderated by per-
petrator type (such as a history of exposure to maltreatment 
perpetrated by father with or without mother)? Our corre-
sponding hypotheses were as follows: (1) It was hypothe-
sized that higher-quality father–child relationships would be 
associated with higher levels of social competence and posi-
tive peer relationships. (2) No hypothesis was formulated 
about the interaction effects between perpetrator type and 
father/mother–child relationship quality, due to the limited 
and inconsistent results of previous studies.

Method

Study Design and Procedures

We conducted a secondary data analysis using data from the 
Longitudinal Studies of Child Abuse and Neglect (LONGS-
CAN). LONGSCAN represents a multisite cohort study that 
investigates the causes and consequences of child abuse and 
neglect in the United States (Runyan et al., 2014). LONGS-
CAN participants (N = 1,354 children) were recruited from 
five consortium sites and had varying levels of maltreatment 
exposure or risk for maltreatment. Children at the East site 
(n = 282) were identified as high risk for maltreatment based 
on either child risk factors such as inadequate physical 
growth or parental risk factors such as HIV infection or sub-
stance use. Children at the Midwest site (n = 245) included 
those with a history of prior Child Protective Services (CPS) 
reports and a matched community comparison group. Chil-
dren at the Northwest site (n = 254) had CPS reports prior 
to age 5. Children at the Southwest site (n = 330) had been 
removed from their home due to maltreatment and placed in 
out-of-home care prior to age 4. Children at the Southeast 
sample (n = 243) were identified as high risk at birth through 
a state public health tracking system.

All five study sites used common procedures and mea-
sures to collect data. Data were collected via interviews 
with children and their primary caregivers at child ages 4, 
6, 8, 12, 14, 16, and 18. The current study used data col-
lected at age 12 in which father–child relationship quality 
was assessed.

Participants

The analytic sample of the current study was limited to chil-
dren who reported having a father or someone who acts like 
a father to them (a father figure) at the time of data collection 
(age 12). Children who reported having no father or father 
figure at age 12 (and thus no father–child relationship) were 
omitted from the data analysis in this study, resulting in 
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the loss of 673 children and a final analytic sample size of 
681. Children who were excluded from the analytic dataset 
were not significantly different from children included in the 
analysis in terms of sex (χ2 = 3.65, p = .056); race/ethnicity 
(χ2 = 11.98, p = .062); or child physical abuse (χ2 = 0.45, 
p = .500), sexual abuse (χ2 = 2.69, p = .101), emotional 
abuse (χ2 = 0.16, p = .690), or neglect (χ2 = 0.00, p = .990).

Sample characteristics are summarized in Table 1. A little 
less than half (48.89%) of the sample was female; 53.30% of 
children in the sample identified as Black, 28.93% as White, 
6.31% as Hispanic, and 11.46% as some other race, such as 
Native American, Asian or Pacific Islander, or mixed race; 
73.27% of the children lived with their father/father figure. 
Among fathers, 39.62% identified as the child’s biologi-
cal father, 21.06% as stepfather, 7.80% as adoptive father, 
7.51% as grandfather, 6.63% as mother’s boyfriend, 3.09% 
as foster father, and 14.29% as other.

Table 1  Sample characteristics and descriptive statistics of study vari-
ables (N = 681)
Characteristic % M 

(SD)
Child sex (female) 48.89
Child race/ethnicity
  Black 53.30
  White 28.93
  Hispanic 6.31
  Other 11.46
Live with father/father figure 73.27
Relationship to father/father figure
  Biological father 39.62
  Stepfather 21.06
  Adoptive father 7.80
  Grandfather 7.51
  Mother’s boyfriend 6.63
  Foster father 3.09
  Other 14.29
Lifetime exposure to child maltreatment (by type)
  Neglect 59.77
  Physical abuse 38.33
  Emotional abuse 37.15
  Sexual abuse 16.89
Lifetime exposure to maltreatment perpetrated by 
parents
  Maltreatment perpetrated by mother alone 40.38
  No maltreatment perpetrated by parents 34.37
  Maltreatment perpetrated by father alone 4.40
  Maltreatment perpetrated by father and mother 
together

20.85

Father child relationship quality 24.48 
(4.79)

Mother child relationship quality 25.98 
(3.76)
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“How many close friends do you have?,” and “How well 
do you get along with other kids?”) and the activities sub-
scale (including questions such as “How well do you do 
this activity [hobbies/games]?,” and “How active are you 
in this group [clubs/teams/organizations]?”). Children self-
reported their social competence by rating themselves on 
each item. Item were summed and then converted to gen-
der- and age-normed t scores, with higher scores indicating 
higher levels of social competence. Cronbach’s alpha for the 
scale in this sample was acceptable (α = 0.75).

Measures

Social Competence

Children’s social competence was measured at age 12 using 
the Youth Self-Report (Achenbach, 1991) Social Compe-
tence scale. The Social Competence scale (20 items) mea-
sures the child’s participation in activities, clubs, sports, 
hobbies, and friendships to assess the degree to which 
children show successful adaptation in the areas of social 
relationships and social activities. The scale consists of two 
subscales: the social subscale (with questions like “How 
well do you get along with your brothers and sisters?,” 

Fig. 2  Interaction effects of mother–
child relationship quality and 
perpetrator type on positive peer 
relationships

 

Fig. 1  Interaction effects of father–
child relationship quality and 
perpetrator type on positive peer 
relationships
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maltreatment experience based on perpetrator type was cat-
egorized into three categories: (1) maltreatment perpetrated 
by mother alone; (2) maltreatment perpetrated by father 
with or without mother (i.e., maltreatment by father alone 
or father and mother together), and (3) no maltreatment by 
parents.

Control Variables

Models controlled for child sex, race/ethnicity, fathers’ 
residential status, maltreatment types, and study sites. Chil-
dren’s sex (0 = male, 1 = female) and race/ethnicity were 
reported by the caregiver at baseline. Child race/ethnic-
ity was dummy coded as Black, Hispanic, or Other, using 
White as the reference group. Fathers’ residential status was 
assessed using children’s response to the question “Do you 
live with your father right now or someone who acts like 
a father to you?” (0 = no, 1 = yes). The history of exposure 
to different types of child maltreatment (from birth to age 
12) was assessed by using CPS data, with four dichotomous 
maltreatment type variables (0 = no, 1 = yes) created: physi-
cal abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect.

Data Analysis

Prior to primary analysis, preliminary analyses (univariate 
descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations) were per-
formed to check the assumptions of ordinary least squares 
(OLS) multiple regression. To reduce multicollinearity, 
continuous variables were mean centered prior to regres-
sion analysis. We found no indication of multicollinearity, 
with all correlations among predictors being below 0.70 
and variance inflation factor values being below 4 (Allison, 
1999). To address research questions, we conducted a series 
of OLS multiple regression analyses. In each regression 
model, outcome variables (social competence and positive 
peer relationships) were regressed on father–child relation-
ship quality, controlling for mother–child relationship qual-
ity, perpetrator type, fathers’ residential status, maltreatment 
types, and child demographics. To test interaction effects 
between father/mother–child relationship quality and per-
petrator type, a total of four interaction terms were created: 
(1) father–child relationship quality × a history of expo-
sure to maltreatment perpetrated by fathers with or without 
mothers; (2) father–child relationship quality × a history of 
exposure to maltreatment perpetrated by mother alone; (3) 
mother–child relationship quality × a history of exposure to 
maltreatment perpetrated by fathers with or without moth-
ers; and (4) mother–child relationship quality × a history 
of exposure to maltreatment perpetrated by mother alone. 
Since perpetrator type was a categorical variable, the “no 
maltreatment by parents” group was used as the reference 

Positive Peer Relationships

Positive peer relationships also were measured at age 12 
through self-reports. Three items assessed the children’s per-
ception of how other children treated them at school through 
questions such as “How many of the other kids at school 
are friendly toward you?” The response options ranged from 
1 = Almost no one to 4 = Almost all. The responses to the 
items were summed to create a total positive peer relation-
ships score, with higher scores indicating more positive peer 
relationships (α = 0.66).

Father– and/or Mother–Child Relationship Quality

Father–child relationship quality was assessed at age 12 
through children’s self-reports on the Quality of Relation-
ship scale. This scale consists of six items adapted from the 
Add Health study (Resnick et al., 1997). The items mea-
sured the following aspects of relationship quality: closeness 
(“How close do you feel to him?”), understanding (“How 
often does he understand you?”), trust (“How often does he 
trust you?”), shared decision-making (“How often do you 
and he make decisions together about things in your life?”), 
caring (“How much do you think he cares about you?”), and 
getting along (“How often do you and he get along well?”). 
On each item, children rated the extent to which the state-
ments applied to them, from 1 = Not at all/never to 5 = Very 
much/always. The total score was created by summing the 
responses to the items, with higher scores indicating better 
father–child relationships. The identical measure of mother–
child relationship quality also was utilized. Both scales had 
acceptable Cronbach’s alphas (α = 0.83 for fathers; α = 0.81 
for mothers).

Perpetrator Type

Children’s history of exposure to maltreatment perpetrated 
by fathers and/or mothers was assessed using CPS records 
from birth to age 12. The LONGSCAN coding team coded 
perpetrator–victim relationships based on the Modified 
Maltreatment Classification System (English et al., 2002). 
Inter-rater reliability among coders was acceptable, with 
Kappas greater than 0.70 (Larrabee & Lewis, 2016). The 
following perpetrator type/relationship codes were used to 
identify fathers/father figures: biological father, adoptive 
father, stepfather, foster father, grandfather, and mother’s 
boyfriend. Similar codes were used to identify mothers/
mother figures: biological mother, adoptive mother, step-
mother, foster mother, grandmother, and father’s girlfriend. 
Due to low frequency (4.4%), maltreatment perpetrated by 
father alone was combined with maltreatment perpetrated 
by father and mother together (20.9%). Children’s lifetime 
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or without mothers (Fig.  1). Additionally, mother–child 
relationship quality had a significant interaction effect with 
maltreatment perpetrated by fathers with or without moth-
ers on peer relationships (B = − 0.18, SE = 0.07, p = .008). 
The positive association between mother–child relation-
ships and peer relationships was significantly stronger for 
children who had not experienced maltreatment by parents, 
compared to those with a history of maltreatment perpe-
trated by fathers with or without mothers (Fig. 2).

Discussion

The current study contributes to the limited literature on 
father–child relationship quality and positive social devel-
opment among children at risk for maltreatment by examin-
ing child social functioning in the context of the interplay 
between father–child relationship quality and perpetra-
tor type. Overall, the study findings illustrate the benefits 
of positive father–child relationships for children’s social 
functioning, suggesting significant associations between 
better father–child relationships and greater social function-
ing, including higher levels of social competence and posi-
tive peer relationships. Interestingly, the moderation results 
indicate the need for a more nuanced understanding of these 
associations; the degree to which father–child and mother–
child relationship quality predicted peer relationships varied 
by children’s history of exposure to maltreatment perpe-
trated by fathers with or without mothers.

The results indicate that higher-quality father–child rela-
tionships are associated with both greater social competence 
and better peer relationships. These findings are in line with 
attachment theory and corroborate empirical evidence from 
previous general population research (Cabrera et al., 2011; 
Keizer et al., 2019; Veríssimo et al., 2011). Our findings 
also expand the existing maltreatment literature on father 
involvement by showing that higher-quality father–child 
relationships are linked not only with a lower likelihood of 
negative outcomes such as emotional or behavioral prob-
lems (Dubowitz et al., 2001; Leon et al., 2016; Yoon et al., 
2018, 2021) but also with a higher likelihood of positive 
outcomes (greater social functioning) in children. These 
findings suggest that fathers continue to serve as a signifi-
cant source of social support for children in early adoles-
cence, despite the fact that children’s focus begins to shift 
to friendships during this developmental period (Laursen & 
Veenstra, 2021).

Fathers play a unique role in children’s emotional and 
behavioral regulation (Majdandžić et al., 2014; Sarkadi et 
al., 2008; Van Lissa et al., 2019), which may help to pro-
mote their social functioning. Father–child relationships 
may also encourage child social functioning via fathers’ 

group and was excluded from the analysis, including the 
creation of interaction terms. All analyses were conducted 
using SPSS V.28.

Results

A total of 681 children (age = 12 years) were in the cur-
rent study. Missing data on all study variables was less 
than 5%, with social competence being the variable with 
the most missing data (4.8%). Missing data were handled 
using listwise deletion. Bivariate correlations between key 
study variables are presented in Table 2. The results of the 
OLS regression analyses are shown in Table 3. Model 1 and 
Model 2 pertain to the analyses in which social competence 
was examined as an outcome and Model 3 and Model 4 per-
tain to the analyses in which peer relationships were exam-
ined as an outcome (see Table 3).

For first research question that focuses on the associa-
tions between father–child relationship quality and social 
functioning among children at risk for maltreatment, it was 
hypothesized that higher-quality father–child relationships 
would be associated with higher levels of social competence 
and positive peer relationships. OLS regression analyses 
were conducted to test the hypothesis and the results sup-
ported our hypotheses.

Model 1 focused on the main effects of father–child rela-
tionship quality on children’s social competence. Higher-
quality father–child relationships were associated with 
higher levels of social competence (B = 0.19, SE = 0.06, 
p = .002). Model 3 focused on the main effects of father–
child relationship quality on children’s peer relation-
ships. Higher-quality father–child relationships (B = 0.05, 
SE = 0.02, p = .005) were associated with higher levels of 
positive peer relationships.

No hypothesis was formulated about the interaction 
effects between perpetrator type and father/mother–child 
relationship quality on children’s social functioning 
(research question 2), due to the limited and inconsistent 
results of previous studies. Model 2 involved testing the 
interaction effects between father–child relationship qual-
ity and perpetrator type on children’s social competence. 
The results indicated no statistically significant interaction 
effects on children’s social competence. Model 4 involved 
testing the interaction effects between father–child relation-
ship quality and perpetrator type on children’s peer relation-
ships. There was a significant interaction effect between 
father–child relationship quality and perpetrator type on 
peer relationships (B = 0.16, SE = 0.05, p = .002). The posi-
tive association between father–child relationships and peer 
relationships was significantly stronger among children 
with a history of maltreatment perpetrated by fathers with 
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children’s outcomes might differ from the ways in which 
maltreatment perpetrated by mothers alone affects children. 
It is possible that these differences might stem from the dif-
ferences in the type of maltreatment between male perpetra-
tors and female perpetrators; mothers are associated with 
neglect whereas fathers are more associated with physical 
abuse (The Office of The Assistant Secretary for Planning 
and Evaluation, 2004). It might also be that there are gen-
der differences in interaction patterns between perpetrator 
type and parent-child relationship quality, with father–child 
relationships (and maltreatment by mother alone) and 
mother–child relationships (and maltreatment by father 
with or without mother) playing distinct and different roles 
in children’s social functioning. Further, considering that 
child sex was a significant predictor of peer relationships in 
our study (Models 3 & 4 in Table 3) and prior studies have 
reported gender differences in the influence of father– and/
or mother–child relationship quality on peer relationships 
(Updegraff et al., 2004), further research needs to consider 
both parent’s and child’s gender to disentangle these com-
plex relationships.

Strengths and Limitations

The current study has several limitations. First, we used a 
cross-sectional design, which prevented us from making any 
causal inferences. Second, father/mother–child relationships 
and social functioning outcome variables were collected via 
youth self-reports, which are prone to errors, such as report-
ing bias, recall bias, or measurement error. Future research 
should consider using multiple informants and multiple data 
collection methods to address this limitation. Third, due to 
the low frequency (4.4%) of cases involving ‘maltreatment 
perpetrated by father alone,’ this category was combined 
with ‘maltreatment perpetrated by both father and mother’. 
This approach limits our ability to precisely determine 
whether positive father-child relationships are effective in 
fostering healthy social functioning in children who have 
a history of maltreatment by their father alone. Lastly, this 
study focused on children who have experienced or are at 
risk of experiencing maltreatment and thus the findings may 
not be generalizable to the general population.

Despite these limitations, the current study has notable 
strengths and makes a meaningful contribution to the lit-
erature. The study participants consisted of racially and 
ethnically diverse children, including racially/ethnically 
minoritized groups of children. A little over half (53.30%) 
of the sample was Black and about 6.31% was Hispanic. 
Thus, the study results contribute to our knowledge regard-
ing the role of father-child relationship quality on social 
functioning among racially and ethnically diverse children. 
Our focus on fathers is another strength as it contributes 

roles as social guide/advisers or sources of social oppor-
tunities/activities such as team sports (Cabrera & Tamis-
LeMonda, 2013). It is essential to note that higher-quality 
father–child relationships were significantly associated with 
children’s positive social functioning in our study, even after 
controlling for mother–child relationships. In fact, mother–
child relationship quality was not significantly associated 
with social competence in the study. Compared to mothers, 
fathers tended to activate their children and encourage them 
to explore their environment (Bretherton, 2010; Dumont & 
Paquette, 2013). Such a father–child activation relationship 
and a secure father–child attachment may promote chil-
dren’s social functioning through the development of inde-
pendence and social skills (Webster et al., 2013). Further 
investigation is needed to elucidate the precise mechanisms 
linking positive father–child relationships with social func-
tioning among children who are at risk for maltreatment.

The interaction analysis yielded novel and intriguing 
findings. The test of the interaction effects between per-
petrator type and father–child relationship quality on peer 
relationships revealed that better father–child relationships 
serve as a strong protective factor for children with a his-
tory of maltreatment perpetrated by fathers with or without 
mothers. In other words, the high quality of current father–
child relationships buffered the adverse impact of past expo-
sure to maltreatment perpetrated by fathers with or without 
mothers on peer relationships. Drawing from the notion of 
cumulative protective and compensatory experience (Hays-
Grudo & Morris, 2020), it may be that children’s feelings 
of satisfaction and enjoyment in their current relationships 
with fathers counterbalance and compensate for past nega-
tive experiences. More research is needed, however, to 
understand why the positive association between father–
child relationships and peer relationships is significantly 
stronger for children with a history of maltreatment perpe-
trated by fathers with or without mothers.

Surprisingly, in contrast to the findings for father–child 
relationships, the interaction effect between perpetrator type 
and mother–child relationships indicated that the positive 
effect of high-quality mother–child relationships on peer 
relationships did not hold for children with a history of mal-
treatment perpetrated by fathers with or without mothers. 
This finding is somewhat inconsistent with the findings of a 
previous study, which found a stronger protective effect of 
father–child relationships for adolescents who had experi-
enced maltreatment perpetrated by mothers alone (Yoon et 
al., 2022). Our findings suggest that the trauma associated 
with maltreatment perpetrated by fathers with or without 
mothers could diminish the protective effect of mother–child 
relationships on peer relationships. Together, these findings 
suggest that the ways in which exposure to maltreatment 
perpetrated by fathers with or without mothers influences 
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