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Abstract

Purpose: The main factor that contributes to the socioeconomic development of a local territory is entrepreneurship; unfortunately, 
start-ups in Latin America have high failure rates during the first 5 years of operation, failing to overcome the so-called valley of 
death. This article aims to determine how literature explains this phenomenon, mapping current knowledge and identifying gaps 
in the relevant literature.

Design/methodology/approach: A bibliometric analysis was carried out in order to build a state of the art starting from a search 
equation elaborated with the Citation Pearl Growing technique, which was entered into the SCOPUS and Web of Science (WOS) 
indexers, then the study of keywords co-occurrence was carried out with the VOSviewer® software, and as a result, the content 
analysis of 91 articles was performed with ATLAS.ti®.

Findings: The review allowed to classify three clusters: valley of death, causes of the valley of death, and how to overcome the 
valley of death.  This article identifies and reflects on the perception of various authors. 

There are still gaps in the literature and this work will allow researchers, legislators, and entrepreneurs to have an approach to 
information and updated scientific knowledge and to continue with its development, to identify the causes and possible ways to 
face this phenomenon.

Originality/value: This document offers a mapping of information and scientific knowledge related to the valley of death, refer-
ring to the early stage in which enterprises are more vulnerable and tend to fail.
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1.Introduction

Entrepreneurship is an engine of innovation and growth 
that drives the economic development of a local territory 
(Aldairany, Omar, & Quoquab, 2018) and avoids the 
lethargy of the economy (Granadillo, 2017). The Colombian 
government, considering the role it plays as a governmental 
moderator between entrepreneurship and the economic 
growth of the country (Saberi, 2018) and seeking to promote 
the entrepreneurial spirit, issued the Law 1014 in 2006 to 
promote the culture of entrepreneurship (Congreso de 
Colombia, 2006) and the law 2069 in 2020, which promotes 
entrepreneurship in Colombia (Congreso de Colombia, 
2020).

Despite state policies, it is difficult for start-ups to survive 
the valley of death, the reasons for this are not yet completely 
clear and a consensus on solutions has not been reached 
(Ellwood et al., 2020). The period known as the valley of death 
comprises the stage of the first 5 years of entrepreneurship 
in which start-ups are most vulnerable (Lefebvre, Certhoux, 
& Radu-Lefebvre, 2020), not allowing them to survive while 
generating resources from commercialization of the goods 
and services offered.

Cesar Zapata-Molina (1, 2)
czapata@udem.edu.co
ORCID: 0000-0002-4494-472X

Juan Manuel Montes-Hincapié (2)
jmontes@udem.edu.co
ORCID: 0000-0002-2014-2431

José Alban Londoño-Arias (1)
Jlondono5@tdea.edu.co
ORCID: 0000-0002-9674-3284

Hugo Baier-Fuentes (3) 
hbaier@ucsc.cl
ORCID: 0000-0002-6436-1222

(1) Faculty of Administrative and Economic Sciences, Tec-
nológico de Antioquia Institución Universitaria.
(2) Faculty of Economic and Administrative Sciences, Uni-
versidad de Medellín
(3) Faculty of Economic and Administrative Sciences, Uni-
versidad Católica de la Santísima Concepción.



19
Dirección y Organización
Zapata-Molina et al./ Dirección y Organización 78 (2022) 18-30 
https://doi.org/10.37610/dyo.v0i78.628

The mortality of companies created in the department of 
Antioquia, Colombia, between 2008 and 2018 was 28% in 
the first 3 years from its creation, 32.87% in the first 4 years, 

and 45.50% in the first 5 years, as shown in Figure 1. 60.04% 
of these closing companies correspond to start-ups (Eduardo, 
Ortiz, Pablo, & Mejía, 2019).

Figure 1 Evolution of 
mortality of start-ups in 
Antioquia from their year of 
creation.
Source: own elaboration

In the 11-year period between 2005 and 2016, 43.41% of 
the start-ups created in this region closed; while in the 10-
year period between 2008 and 2018, 39.96% closed as well 
as 69.73% of companies constituted as a natural person in 
this same period (Eduardo et al., 2019). This shows that the 
problem does not evolve in a representative manner despite 
the efforts of governments to create public policies.

This article maps the current state of information and 
scientific knowledge regarding the valley of death, answering 
the following questions:

Q1. What is the valley of death?

Q2. What are the causes of the valley of death?

Q3. How to overcome the valley of death?

The theoretical background is identified by answering 
these research questions, reviewing the scientific articles 
published in the SCOPUS and WOS databases and the gaps 
to be documented.

2.Methodology

In the systematic literature review process, the bibliometric 
analysis was carried out for building the state of the art 
starting from a search equation which was entered into the 
SCOPUS and WOS indexers(Escobar-Sierra, Lara-Valencia, 
& ValenciaDeLara, 2021), and then the study of keywords 
co-occurrence was carried out with the VOSviewer® and 
ATLAS.ti® software, as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2 Methodology of 
the systematic literature 
review
Source: own elaboration
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The following search equation is performed with the 
Citation Pearl Growing methodology (Schlosser et al., 
2006): ("entrepreneurship" or "venture" or "enterprise" or 
"endeavor" or "company" or "undertaking") and ("valley of 
death" or "defeat" or "collapse" or "failure" or “bankruptcy” 
or “bust” or “insolvency”) and (“innovat*” or “breakthrough” 

or “technology”). 1081 results of publications made since 
1972 were found in SCOPUS and 186 results of publications 
made since 2001 were found in WOS, both searches 
performed on October 13, 2020, with the TITLE-ABS-KEY 
filter, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1 Search equation 
results in indexers.
Source: own elaboration

Subsequently, the occurrence and co-occurrence analysis 
was performed, data was processed through the VOSviewer® 

tool and the relationship between the keywords and the 
clusters graphed in color was identified, as shown in Figure 
3.

Figure 3 Keyword co-
occurrence per cluster.
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, with VOSviewer®

The words with the most occurrence were innovation, risk assessment, bankruptcy, and information technology, as 
shown in the heat map in Figure 4. 
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In the analysis carried out with VOSviewer®, 7 clusters were identified which are described in Table 2 and represented 
with colors in Figure 3. 

Figure 4 Heat map of words 
with the most occurrence.
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, with VOSviewer®

Table 2 Clusters.
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, with VOSviewer®
Table 2 describes the 
keywords of the 7 clusters 
identified with VOSviewer®, 
additionally the color of 
each cluster in Graph 3 is 
described.

In order to propose a preliminary version of the knowledge 
tree, the results were analyzed and interpreted; the 10 
keywords with the highest number of occurrences and co-
authorship links were selected, identifying  clusters 1, 2, 5, 
6, and 7 as relevant as shown in Table 3, in which cluster 
1 information technology stands out with 45 occurrences 
and 18 co-authorship links; in the cluster 2 investments with 
38 occurrences and 233 co-authorship links; in cluster 5 
risk assessment with 39 occurrences and 200 co-authorship 

links; in cluster 6 innovation with 78 occurrences and 321 
co-authorship links; and in cluster 7 bankruptcy with 48 
occurrences and 211 co-authorship links.

All these terms are related to 3 mega-clusters, namely, 
entrepreneurship, where cluster 7 is located; valley of death, 
where clusters 5 and 7 are located; and innovation, where 
clusters 1 and 2 are located.
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Table 4 lists the 10 keywords with the highest number of occurrences and co-authorship links classified by cluster, 
including references to indexed articles. 

Table 3 Ten most common 
keywords and co-authorship 
links distributed by cluster.
Source: own elaboration.

Table 4 Author references 
for the top ten keywords 
and co-authorship links and 
clusters
Source: own elaboration.
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From the articles found with the search equation applied 
to the indexers and after the analysis of occurrence and co-
authorship links, 91 relevant articles were selected to be 
analyzed in the ATLAS.ti® software, where 5 labels oriented 
to the mega clusters identified with VOSviewer ® were 
incorporated. The labels entered according to each cluster 
were:

● Valley of death: valley of death, overcoming the valley
of death, and causes of the valley of death

● Entrepreneurship: entrepreneurship

● Innovation: with the label innovation

The labels were applied to 91 articles indexed in SCOPUS 
and WOS obtained with the search equation and refined 
according to the established clusters.

Within the analysis carried out on these documents, the 
following words were found with the highest co-occurrence:  
entrepreneurship, innovation, technology, research, capital, 
and ecosystem, which are observed in Figure 5.

As a result of the analysis of 91 articles in ATLAS.ti® 
― product of the search equation entered in SCOPUS and 
WOS ― 19 codes referring to the causes of the valley of 
death, 23 referring to overcoming the valley of death, and 
11 referring to the valley of death were obtained for a 
total of 53 codes related to the valley of death, 5839 codes 

related to entrepreneurship, and 1423 codes related to 
innovation. In total, 24 codes relating the valley of death 
with entrepreneurship, and 32 codes relating the valley of 
death with innovation were found, as shown in Table 5 and 
Figure 6.

Figure 5 Keyword co-
occurrence cloud.
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, with ATLAS.ti®

Table 5 Number of articles 
that relate the valley of 
death with entrepreneurship 
and innovation.
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, from ATLAS.ti®
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Figure 6 corresponds to a Sankey Diagram, which shows 
the relationship between keywords in the documents 
analyzed, identifying that the Valley of Death is related on 
3 occasions with Innovation and 2 with Entrepreneurship; 
Overcoming the Valley of Death is related on 19 occasions 
with Innovation and 16 with Entrepreneurship; the Causes 

of the Valley of Death are related on 10 occasions with 
Innovation and 6 with Entrepreneurship. This allows 
identifying the relationship between the Valley of Death, 
Innovation, and Entrepreneurship according to the articles 
consulted.

Figure 6 Relation of 
the valley of death with 
entrepreneurship and 
innovation.
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, from ATLAS.ti®

3.	Discussion and findings

The results found put emphasis on the references of 

authors who have written about the valley of death (Table 6), 
what are its causes (Table 7), and how to overcome it (Table 
8) according to the objectives of this work.

Table 6 References of 
authors who have written 
about start-ups valley of 
death
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, with ATLAS.ti®
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Table 7 References of 
authors who have written 
about the causes of start-ups 
valley of death
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, with ATLAS.ti®
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Table 8 References of 
authors who have written 
about how to overcome the 
valley of death.
Source: Own elaboration, 
2021, with ATLAS.ti®

4.Conclusions

It is difficult for start-ups to survive the valley of death, the 
reasons for this are not yet completely clear and a consensus 
on solutions has not been reached (Ellwood et al., 2020), 
however, talking about the valley of death refers to the gap that 
exists between financing and the stage of commercialization 
of goods or services (Alunni, 2020; OECD, 2015; Lefebvre 

et al., 2020; Valle, Muerte, Vistas, & Dyna, 2017; Gamarra, 
2016; Dean et al., 2020; Sebastian, 2019) that produces a 
lack of liquidity in the start-ups (Uribe, 2019; Lefebvre et al., 
2020; Claudia, 2017), which does not allow them to have a 
good organizational structure (Lefebvre et al., 2020) causing 
discouragement of the entrepreneur (Uribe, 2019 ), as shown 
in table 9.
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Table 9 References from 
authors who have written 
definitions of the valley of 
death.
Source: own elaboration 
2020

The main causes of the valley of death in entrepreneurship 
are the lack of risk investment (Nemet et al., 2018; Bonnin 
Roca &  O'Sullivan, 2020; Bosma et al., 2020; Ellwood et 
al., 2020; Alunni , 2020); the lack of market knowledge − 
which produces commercial uncertainty that directly affects 
sales and thus the cash flow of the company (Uribe, 2019; 
Ellwood et al., 2020; Alunni, 2020; Gerardo, Tanoira, 
Alberto, Valencia, & López, 2020), turning the lack of 

resources into a snowball that affects other areas such as 
human resources, not allowing to have the suitable and 
trained personnel for the required functions (Bosma et al., 
2020; Gerardo et al., 2020; Alunni, 2020; Castro-sardi, 2018; 
Agudelo, 2016) − among others such as mismanagement 
(Uribe, 2019; Agudelo, 2016; Gerardo et al., 2020), fiscal 
or bureaucratic burden (Bosma et al., 2020; Ellwood et al., 
2020), and  lack of profitability (Laverde et al., 2019).

Table 10 References of 
authors who have written 
about the causes of start-ups 
valley of death.
Source: own elaboration 
2020
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To overcome the valley of death, entrepreneurship must 
be trained to have specialized human capital for this work 
(OECD, 2015; Agudelo, 2016; Son et al., 2020; Bosma 
et al., 2020; Tello Angel, Travez Ana, Molina Franklin, 
Andrade Patricia, 2018), promote risk investment (Alunni, 
2020; Agudelo, 2016; Bosma et al., 2020; Ellwood et al., 
2020), create public policies that favor entrepreneurship and 
decline of taxes (OECD, 2015; Agudelo, 2016; Bosma et 
al., 2020), make the access of businesses to banking more 
flexible (Agudelo, 2016; Bosma et al., 2020; Jaime & Uribe, 
2018), and put emphasis on the commercial infrastructure 

and the business plan of the enterprises (Bosma et al., 2020; 
Awais & Tipu, 2019). For their part, Paul Ellwood and 
others go further, proposing to sacrifice early projects with 
little potential to focus R&D on those with the best chance 
of success (2020), while Hosung Son indicates that it is 
necessary to evaluate and adopt a model incubation program 
that can actively participate in the generation of profits for 
companies at an early stage, instead of relying on a simple 
business incubation model that provides them with spaces 
and business advice (2020).

Table 11 References of 
authors who have written 
about how to overcome the 
valley of death.
 Source: own elaboration 
2020

With the previous mapping of the current state of 
information and scientific knowledge regarding the valley 
of death, its causes, and how to overcome it, this article 
will allow researchers, legislators and entrepreneurs to 
approach the information and updated scientific knowledge 
and continue with its development, promoting local socio-
economic progress, providing the necessary elements so 
that enterprises last over time and do not fail in the valley 
of death.
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