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This paper analyzes the relationships between the perception of legitimacy, institutional trust, and political moral laxity (PML) using “Proyecto Especial Legado” (LEGADO) as a case study. LEGADO is a public governance organization, created by the Government of Peru to manage the infrastructure and provide services derived from the organization of the Pan American and Parapan American Games “Lima 2019.” The results indicate a direct relationship between the perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment (as an indicator of legitimacy) and the positive approval of this organization (as an indicator of institutional trust). Conversely, PML negatively affects approval for LEGADO. However, this relationship is mitigated when the perception of objectives fulfillment is introduced as a mediating variable. Thus, although the effects are limited, a positive perception of objectives fulfillment may help reduce the adverse effects of PML on trust in LEGADO. To conduct this research, a correlational study was performed using data collected from a questionnaire administered to 404 citizens in the Lima Metropolitan Area, which addressed issues of legitimacy, institutional trust, and PML in relation to the public governance of the games and their legacy (through LEGADO). Finally, the implications of a governance legitimized by the fulfillment of institutional objectives are discussed, particularly regarding its impact on breaking the vicious cycle that links PML with institutional distrust.
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Public management of sport mega-events and their social impacts

Sport mega-events are international gatherings of broad scope and repercussion, as well as of limited duration, which attract a large number of visitors and audiences through media. They entail considerable organizational costs and have diverse long-term impacts on the cities hosting them (Maennig and Zimbalist, 2012; Müller, 2015).

These events involve complex logistical organization processes that provide opportunities for host cities to revitalize urban spaces and boost economic and commercial activities, alongside increasing tourism (Lee Ludvigsen et al., 2022). However, these events also face opposition and criticism due to the significant economic costs they entail as well as their potential negative material and social impacts (Lee Ludvigsen et al., 2022; Müller, 2015).

To mitigate the negative impacts, and enhance positive ones, some of these sport mega-events come together with complementary projects aimed at managing the social, economic, cultural, and urban impacts that would be left as a legacy to the host cities. Specifically, these projects aim to improve urban public spaces, strengthen community sense, and promote health and well-being (Curi et al., 2011; Melhuish et al., 2022).

The main reference for those projects was the 1992 Summer Olympics hosted in Barcelona (García and Such, 2010). The legacy project of Barcelona 1992 proposed plans and objectives for the urban improvement of the city (Cerezuela, 2019). Subsequently, other cities such as London (2012 Olympics), Rio de Janeiro (2007 Pan American Games and 2016 Olympics), and Medellin (2010 South American Games) have attempted to replicate this governance model with varying levels of success (Curi et al., 2011; Fisas Fernández, 2013; Giraldo-Giraldo, 2019).



The Lima 2019 games and their legacy

The Pan American and Parapan American Games represent the most important sport mega-events in the Americas, bringing together a large number of athletes from various sports disciplines every 4 years (Organización Deportiva Panamericana, 2020). In 2019, the city of Lima hosted the XVIII Pan American Games and VI Parapan American Games, representing an investment of approximately US $1,200 million for Peru, of which nearly 70% was allocated to the construction or improvement of permanent sports infrastructure (Plan de Legado, 2020). An attendance of over 750,000 people and more than 400 million viewers through other media platforms was reached, setting a record audience for these competitions (Plan de Legado, 2020).

Following the end of the games, the Peruvian Government activated the “Proyecto Especial Legado Juegos Panamericanos y Parapanamericanos Lima 2019” (LEGADO) to ensure the maintenance and proper use of sports infrastructure and provide services of quality to citizenship, generating social value and well-being for them (D. S. No 007-2020-MTC, 2020; Plan de Legado, 2020). The main objectives of LEGADO were as follows: (1) fostering a sense of pride and belonging to the city among people from Lima, (2) fostering a culture of sports promotion, (3) providing quality public spaces, (4) offering recreational services of good quality and safe spaces for citizens, (5) reducing discrimination of any kind in sports facilities, (6) managing the infrastructure left by the games, (7) promoting the well-being and healthy development of citizens and, (8) ensuring that the investment made for the games continues to generate income and attracts new investments to the city (Plan de Legado, 2020). Furthermore, during the COVID-19 pandemic, LEGADO received, by government mandate, the task of providing logistical support for the vaccination process in the Lima Metropolitan Area (D. U. No 043-2021, 2021; Juegos Panamericanos y Parapanamericanos de Lima 2019, 2021).

Regarding its objectives, a qualitative study on the games and their consequences shows that both people living near the sports facilities and users of the services offered in these facilities, reported that, once the games finished, there was continuous maintenance of urban improvements as well as public services offered by LEGADO (Cueto et al., 2024). On the other hand, a study on the institutional performance of LEGADO found that the organization exhibits positive results, reflected in a wide offer of sports, health, and recreational services, oriented to promote citizens’ well-being. This performance is attributable to the high levels of organizational commitment and innovative capacity of the public servants working there (Vera Ruiz et al., 2023). Similarly, a qualitative study with volunteers from the Lima 2019 Games and LEGADO shows a positive view of the personal and collective impacts derived from participating in volunteer activities, which provided a sense of personal value driven by the social significance that these projects entail for the Peruvian society (Cueto et al., 2024).

Finally, a quantitative study shows that users of vaccination centers administered by LEGADO were highly satisfied with the management and care provided in its facilities (Espinosa et al., 2023). Thus, LEGADO would legitimize its existence by addressing problems observed in the city of Lima, an urban area characterized by high levels of inequality and a limited offer of quality public services for significant sectors of the population (Wiese et al., 2016). From the above, it can be understood that the citizens’ perception of LEGADO’s fulfillment of institutional objectives can be understood as an indicator of legitimacy, should be associated with the approval of its creation and existence. This approval serves as an indicator of institutional trust, defined as the expectation regarding the functioning of institutions, to the extent that they adhere to principles of justice, equity, transparency, and efficiency (Miller and Listhaug, 1990).



Psychosocial aspects associated with legitimacy and institutional trust in Lima

In Peru, the widespread perception of institutional inefficiency and a system that prioritizes economic growth over social welfare (Vergara, 2020) have resulted in only 13% of Peruvians expressing trust in public institutions (Latinobarómetro, 2018). This leads to a lack of interest in public affairs, weakening the exercise of citizenship (Chaparro, 2018). Consequently, there is a significant lack of legitimacy in public institutions and a broad tolerance toward normative transgression by both citizens and authorities (Janos et al., 2018).

It is crucial to clarify that this study focuses on a perspective of legitimacy, adopting Tyler’s (2006) proposition, in which legitimacy is defined as the property emanating from an authority and/or institution that leads individuals to voluntarily agree to abide by decisions and norms that arise from them, rather than doing so out of fear of reprisal. For institutions to achieve legitimacy, it is necessary that they act under principles of justice, transparency, efficiency, and efficacy (Tyler, 2006). Meanwhile, the lack of legitimacy would result in a scenario of political socialization characterized by a lack of interest in public affairs, selfish behaviors, and a greater willingness to transgress among citizens (Beramendi et al., 2020; Gächter and Schulz, 2016). The consequences of the lack of legitimacy observed in citizens would manifest in a phenomenon called political moral laxity (PML), defined as a set of attitudes and beliefs characterized by tolerance and acceptance, corrupt, and transgressive actions carried out by politicians or authorities, which benefit those who accept them but harm others as well as society (Espinosa et al., 2022). It has been found that PML is positively associated with the approval of public institutions that do not operate according to the principles on which legitimacy is based (see Espinosa et al., 2022). As an example, a high level of PML can lead people to give their support to institutions that promote and act against the welfare of society, such as the Peruvian Congress, which, in recent years, has enacted a series of laws in favor of illegal mining, organized crime, among others (Anaya, 2024).

Thus, as the evaluation of the performance of public organizations is associated with the level of trust and approval of them (Beramendi et al., 2016), the recognition of LEGADO’s good performance, supported by the fulfillment of its objectives and its approval, would be indicators of legitimacy and institutional trust, respectively. Considering the above, the objective of this study is to analyze the relationship between levels of PML and the approval level of LEGADO in the Lima Metropolitan Area, examining the mediating role of the perception of LEGADO objectives fulfillment as an indicator of legitimacy. As a hypothesis, it is expected that (1) as the perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment increases, its approval will increase; that (2) the higher the PML levels, the lower the approval level of LEGADO; and if so, that (3) the perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment will be able to mitigate the negative effect caused by PML on institutional approval.



Method


Participants and sampling

In total, 404 citizens from the Lima Metropolitan Area participated in this study. Their ages ranged from 18 to 61 years (M = 35.5, SD = 11.15). Out of all participants, 213 were women (52.7%) and 191 were men (47.3%).

The sample size estimation was based on the population of the Lima Metropolitan Area, according to the latest census conducted in Peru (Instituto Nacional de Estadística e Informática, 2018). However, it is not a representative sample in terms of randomization, but it is sufficiently heterogeneous, considering the population distribution associated with the Lima Metropolitan Area. Thus, a panel sampling was used. The characteristics that were considered in order to gather the sample were age, gender, socioeconomic level, and district of residence. Additionally, the participants voluntarily engaged in the study without any monetary payment (the distribution of these characteristics can be found in Appendix A).



Procedure

The survey consisted of a 15-minute questionnaire virtually administered by a specialized company hired for this purpose. All the procedures during the research complied with the ethical standards and informed consent established by the Ethics Committee for Research in Social Sciences, Humanities, and Arts at the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru (071-2021-CEI-CCSSHHyAA/PUCP).



Data analysis

IBM SPSS Statistics 25 (IBM Corp, 2017) software was employed for descriptive, correlational, and mediation statistical analyses. For the latter, the “Hayes Process Macro - Model 4” was used (Hayes, 2022). Additionally, an exploratory factor analysis with fit indicators was performed using the statistical program known as “JASP” (JASP Team, 2024).



Measurement


Sociodemographic data

The participants were presented with a sociodemographic form in order to collect information on their age, gender, educational level, and socioeconomic status.



Self-reported level of knowledge of LEGADO

This item aimed to assess the participants’ level of knowledge regarding the work carried out by LEGADO. To measure this, the following sentence was posed: “What level of knowledge do you have about the tasks performed by LEGADO.” The participants answered on a Likert-type scale from 1 to 6, where 1 = “None,” 2 = “Very little,” 3 = “A little,” 4 = “Fair,” 5 = “Quite a bit,” and 6 = “A lot.” Furthermore, regardless of the participants’ level of knowledge, a semantic aid consisting of general information about Lima 2019 Games and LEGADO was presented to participants to ensure that they were able to continue answering the questionnaire. The complete semantic aid can be found in Appendix B.



Perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment (legitimacy indicator)

Eight items to assess the fulfillment of LEGADO’s objectives were used, with the following statements: “Do you believe that LEGADO is”: (1) fostering a sense of pride and belonging to the city among people from Lima, (2) fostering a culture of sports promotion, (3) providing quality public spaces, (4) offering recreational services of good quality and safe spaces for citizens, (5) reducing discrimination of any kind in its sports facilities, (6) managing the infrastructure left by the Lima 2019 Games appropriately, (7) promoting the well-being and healthy development of individuals, and (8) ensuring that the investment made for the Lima 2019 Games continues to generate income and attracts new capital. The response scale ranged from 1 to 5, where 1 = “Not at all,” 2 = “A little,” 3 = “Somewhat,” 4 = “Quite a bit,” and 5 = “A lot.”

An exploratory factor analysis using a maximum likelihood verified that these eight items grouped into a single general dimension, as indicated by the scree plot (KMO = 0.88, χ2(28) = 1419.02, p < 0.001). The dimension, “objectives fulfillment,” had an eigenvalue of 4.44, explaining 55.5% of the variance. When evaluating the possibility of the presence of more components, the next eigenvalue reached only 0.81, which is insufficient to justify additional dimensions. The analysis also showed a good level of internal consistency (α = 0.88) and the following fit indices: (TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.10, 90% CI [0.09, 0.12]). Although the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) value obtained from the model is high compared to usual standards, approaching the threshold for acceptability, it just remains within a range that supports the usability of the model (Browne and Cudeck, 1993).

To further elaborate on the aforementioned, while an RMSEA below 0.06 (or, more leniently, below 0.08) is often regarded as an indicator of “good” (or “acceptable”) model fit, it is imperative not to adhere strictly to these thresholds. Such criteria are frequently unattainable for complex, multi-factor rating instruments at the item level. Therefore, it is advisable to evaluate model fit as part of an ongoing process, rather than relying solely on the obtained values (Vignoles et al., 2016). This perspective is supported by the literature (Levine et al., 2003; Vignoles et al., 2016).



Level of approval of LEGADO (institutional trust indicator)

This was an item that asked: “Regarding LEGADO, would you say that you approve of its creation?” with a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 4, where 1 = “Completely disapprove,” 2 = “Somewhat disapprove,” 3 = “Somewhat approve,” and 4 = “Completely approve.”



Political moral laxity

The subscale of the same name, developed by Janos et al. (2018), was used. It consists of three items, adapted to the city of Lima: (1) In Lima, it is legitimate to choose those candidates who best respond to my personal interests, even if they are corrupt; (2) all Lima politicians are bad, so it is better to choose those who “steal but do work”; and (3) In Lima, it is valid to elect those candidates who respond to my own interests, even if they affect the interests of other citizens. It was presented on a 5-point Likert scale response, where 1 = “Completely disagree” and 5 = “Completely agree.” The internal consistency was acceptable (α = 0.88).





Results

On a descriptive level, 3.7% of the participants expressed having no knowledge about LEGADO; 7.3%, very little; 9%, little; 43%, a moderate level of knowledge; 36.8%, quite; and 0.3%, a lot of knowledge about this organization.

Regarding legitimacy, there is a predominantly positive perception about the level of objectives fulfillment; the most highly valued objective was “providing quality public spaces” (93.6%), while “managing the infrastructure left by the Lima 2019 Games appropriately” was perceived to have the lowest level of fulfillment; however, it still garnered a high level of perception (88.6%). The variance falls within the two highest categories of the scale (“Agree” and “Strongly Agree”). Table 1 shows the distribution of the perception of objectives fulfillment.



TABLE 1 Descriptives of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment levels.
[image: Table1]

The correlational analysis (Table 2) shows a negative correlation between PML and the level of approval of LEGADO. When using the perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment as a mediating variable, the negative effect of PML on the approval of LEGADO is attenuated, indicating a suppression effect (cᵢ = −0.320) that reduces the original direct effect of PML on the level of approval of LEGADO (cᵢ′ = −0.408) (Table 3, Figure 1).



TABLE 2 Correlations between political moral laxity, level of approval of LEGADO, and perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment.
[image: Table2]



TABLE 3 Mediation role of the perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment in the relation between political moral laxity (IV) and level of approval of LEGADO (DV).
[image: Table3]
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FIGURE 1
 Mediation role of the Perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment in the relation between political moral laxity (IV) and level of approval of LEGADO (DV). Standardized regression coefficients; b = partial effect of the mediating variable on the dependent variable; cᵢ = total effect; cᵢ′ = direct effect; aᵢ = effect of the independent variable on the mediating variable; aᵢb = indirect effect; **p < 0.001.


Furthermore, a high level of approval for LEGADO was reported as an indicator of institutional trust (98.8%), whereas only 1.2% of the participants disapproved of the project. However, despite the overall high approval ratings, the responses on the scale revealed notable variation within the top two categories of approval (somewhat approve and completely approve).

Similarly, the negative correlation between PML and the level of approval of LEGADO is of particular significance, being the highest value among all found.



Discussion

Regarding the general objective of the study, the results show that there is a correlation between the perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment and its approval, which highlights the existence of a positive relationship between legitimacy and institutional trust. This relationship suggests that even with the limitations that such a small public organization like LEGADO faces, as long as there is good governance that is visible to the public in terms of justice, equity, transparency and efficiency, legitimacy toward the institution will be generated (see Tyler, 2006), reinforcing the approval of it (see Beramendi et al., 2016).

This leads us to discuss the second hypothesis of the study, which is that PML, seen as an endemic problem of political socialization in Peru, related to the negative perception of institutional functioning (Chaparro, 2018; Latinobarómetro, 2018), is negatively associated with the approval of LEGADO, which has shown good governance performance (Espinosa et al., 2023; Vera Ruiz et al., 2023; Cueto et al., 2024). However, according to the third and most significant hypothesis, which was corroborated by the findings, the perception of LEGADO’s objectives fulfillment, as an indicator of legitimacy, can help mitigate the negative effect caused by PML on institutional approval. In other words, just as the system “teaches” us to distrust institutions and to foster a more selfish outlook, less inclined to defend the public good (Espinosa et al., 2022), it is also possible to mitigate the negative effect of the PML—as a selfish way of engaging with the public—through an effective institutional functioning that legitimizes it (Gächter and Schulz, 2016). In this sense, although it is a great challenge to build a virtuous circle that promotes the construction of legitimacy, reinforces institutional trust institutional trust, and mitigates PML among citizens, public governance projects executed with transparency, honesty, and efficiency can contribute to this goal.

As an additional note, it is important to highlight that a higher level of PML leads to a higher perception of objectives fulfillment. It seems that, even when institutions function effectively, an individual with PML will oppose them, as they do not offer direct personal benefit. In other words, anything that promotes the development of democracy will be undermined, as it does not serve their immediate personal interests. This is evident in the governance of the Peruvian state, where rights and moral integrity are threatened by laws that undermine access to quality education and justice, enacted by the very representatives elected by the people, who act against citizens’ well-being (Ley N° 31520, 2022; Ley N° 32107, 2024).

All of this reinforces the need to protect institutions against the siege of selfish and private interests, promoting principles oriented toward the defense of the public good (see Vergara, 2020). Finally, the present study accounts for a limited but significant effect of the perception of legitimacy, based on indicators of institutional objectives fulfillment, on the approval of a public organization like LEGADO and on the mitigation of the effect of the PML on such approval. The above serves as an optimistic indication that consistent work aimed at institutional strengthening through positive governance, characterized by legitimacy principles should mitigate the negative aspects of PML in society.

As a closing remark, it is important to highlight that a significant limitation of this study is that using a theoretical framework like the one proposed by Tyler (2006) regarding legitimacy may be considered somewhat naive. As an example, while a person may perceive that the system functions in terms of procedural, distributive, and transitional justice, it is possible that the system does not, in reality, exhibit these qualities. In such a case, what would be experienced is the legitimization of the system, but not a truly legitimate system as such (Anaya, 2024).
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