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Introduction to the Utility of Bump Charts in Data Visualization

A Bump Chart serves as a sophisticated data visualization tool specifically engineered to track

changes in rankings over a discrete period. While standard line charts are typically utilized to
display absolute values--such as revenue growth or temperature fluctuations--the primary objective
of a bump chart is to illustrate the relative position of various entities within a group. This makes it
an invaluable asset for analysts who need to communicate how different categories, such as sports
teams, products, or marketing channels, compete against one another over time.

The visual effectiveness of a bump chart lies in its ability to simplify complex datasets where
multiple variables are shifting simultaneously. By focusing exclusively on rank, the chart eliminates
the "noise" created by large variances in absolute numbers, allowing the viewer to focus on the
narrative of the trend. In Microsoft Excel, creating these charts requires a strategic approach to

infographic design, moving beyond default settings to ensure the final output is both professional
and legible.

This tutorial will guide you through the comprehensive process of building a high-quality bump
chart from scratch. We will cover everything from initial data organization to advanced formatting
techniques that enhance readability. By the end of this guide, you will be equipped to transform
raw spreadsheet data into a compelling visual story that highlights the dynamic movement of your
most important metrics.

Structuring Your Data for Ranking Analysis

Before initiating any chart-building process in Microsoft Excel, it is imperative to structure your

source data correctly. For a bump chart, the data must be organized in a matrix format where the
horizontal axis represents time intervals (such as days, months, or game numbers) and the vertical
axis represents the entities being ranked. Each cell within this grid should contain a numerical rank
rather than a raw value. For instance, if you are tracking basketball teams, the value "1" should
represent the top-performing team for that specific interval.

Precision in data entry is vital because any gaps or null values can cause breaks in the chart
lines, which may mislead the viewer. It is often helpful to use Excel functions such as RANK.EQ

or SORT to automatically generate these rankings from a separate table of raw statistics. This
ensures that your rankings remain dynamic; if the underlying data changes, your bump chart will
update automatically to reflect the new hierarchy.

In our specific example, we will utilize a dataset that tracks five different basketball teams across
eight consecutive games. The columns represent the game numbers, while the rows represent the
teams. This clean, tabular data structure is the foundation upon which the entire visualization is
built. Ensure that your headers are descriptive, as Microsoft Excel will use these to populate the
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legend and axis labels later in the process.

A B C D E F G H I
Team Gamel Game2 Game3 Gamed4 Game5 Game6 Game7 GameS8
Mavs 1 1 2 2 3 3 2 2
Spurs 4 4 5 5 4 4 3 3
Rockets 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1
Kings 3 3 4 4 2 2 4 5
Warriors 5 5 3 3 5 5 5 4
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Step-by-Step Execution of the Initial Chart Insertion

Once your data is properly formatted, the next phase involves generating the core line chart.
Begin by highlighting the entire range of your data, including the headers for both rows and
columns. In our example, this corresponds to the range Al:16. Navigating the Excel Ribbon is the
next step; click on the Insert tab, which houses the various charting tools available within the
software.

Within the Charts group, locate the line chart icon. It is crucial to select the Line with Markers
variation. The markers are essential for a bump chart because they provide clear visual anchors at
each time interval, making it easier for the eye to follow the path of a single entity as it moves up or
down the rankings. Without markers, the chart can become a confusing web of intersecting lines,
especially when dealing with a large number of categories.

Upon clicking the icon, Microsoft Excel will generate a default chart on your worksheet. At first
glance, this chart may not look like a traditional bump chart. The Cartesian coordinate system
defaults to placing lower numbers at the bottom and higher numbers at the top. In the context of
rankings, this is counter-intuitive, as a "Rank 1" should logically occupy the highest physical
position on the graph. We will address this in the subsequent customization steps.
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The resulting visual will display the games along the horizontal x-axis and the rankings along the

vertical y-axis. While functional, the chart requires significant refinement to meet professional
graphic design standards.

Chart Title
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Game 1 Game 2 Game 3 Game 4 Game 5 Game 6 Game 7 Game 8
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Configuring the Vertical Axis for Rank Order

The most critical adjustment in creating an authentic bump chart is the inversion of the y-axis. To
achieve this, right-click on any of the numerical values along the vertical axis of your chart and
select Format Axis from the context menu. This action opens a detailed task pane on the right

side of the user interface, providing a granular level of control over the axis properties.
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Within the Axis Options menu, locate and check the box labeled Values in reverse order. This
immediately flips the chart so that the number 1 is at the top and the highest numerical rank is at
the bottom. Additionally, you should manually define the Bounds of the axis. Set the Minimum
bound to 1 and the Maximum bound to the total number of items being ranked (in our case, 5).
Setting the Major units to 1 ensures that every rank level is clearly demarcated on the axis.

This inversion is what technically defines the "bump" in a bump chart. It aligns the visual data with
the human psychological expectation that "top" equals "best." By explicitly defining the bounds, you

also prevent Microsoft Excel from adding unnecessary "padding” values, such as 0 or 6, which
would create empty space at the top or bottom of your visualization.

Format Axis vooX

Axis Options ~  Text Options

Vol

v Axis Options

Bounds
Minimum [1.0 ] [Reset]
Maximum [5.0 ] [Reset]
Units
Major [1.0 ] [Reset]
Minor [0.2 ] LAuto]

Horizontal axis crosses

(o) Automatic
O Axis value

(O Maximum axis value

[ ] Logarithmic scale

Values in reverse order

> Tick Marks
> Labels

> Number
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Refining the Horizontal Axis and Labels

After reversing the vertical axis, you will notice that the x-axis labels (the game numbers) have
likely moved to the top of the chart area. To improve the information design, you may prefer to
keep these labels at the top or move them back to the bottom, depending on your layout
preferences. To adjust this, right-click the horizontal axis and select Format Axis once more.

In the Labels section of the Format Axis pane, look for the Label Position dropdown menu.
Choosing High will keep the labels at the top of the chart, which is often preferred for bump charts
as it keeps the "Game 1" identifier close to the "Rank 1" position. This layout minimizes the
distance the reader's eyes must travel to associate a data point with its corresponding time interval

and rank.
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Format Axis vooX

Axis Options ~  Text Options

A O @ [l

v Axis Options

[ ]

Axis Type
O Automatically select based on data
O Text axis

O Date axis

Vertical axis crosses

(o) Automatic

O At category number

O At maximum category
Axis position

O on tick marks

O Between tick marks

[ ] categories in reverse order

> Tick Marks
v Labels
Interval between labels
O Automatic
O Specify interval unit

Distance from axis 100

v Label Position

With these structural changes applied, the chart begins to take on its professional form. The axes
are now logically aligned with the ranking data, providing a clear visual hierarchy. The

intersections of the lines now clearly represent "bumps" where one entity overtakes another in the
standings.
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Applying Professional Styles and Formatting

The final stage of creating a bump chart involves aesthetic enhancements that transform a basic
graph into a presentation-ready analytics report. One of the most effective ways to distinguish
between different categories is through the use of high-contrast colors. You can click on individual
data series and use the Format Data Series pane to change line colors, weights, and marker
styles. Using a color palette that is color-blind friendly is a best practice in modern data
visualization.

Consider the following enhancements to finalize your chart:

Chart Title: Add a descriptive title that explains exactly what the chart is showing, such as
"Basketball Team Rankings: Games 1-8."

Axis Titles: Clearly label the y-axis as "Rank" and the x-axis as "Game Number" to eliminate any
ambiguity.

Line Weight: Increase the thickness of the lines to make the "movement" more pronounced.
Marker Size: Enlarge the markers and consider adding data labels directly to the points if you
have a limited number of series.

By removing chartjunk--such as unnecessary gridlines or borders--you can ensure that the data
remains the focal point. A clean, minimalist design often communicates complex information more
effectively than a cluttered one. Once you are satisfied with the visual style, your bump chart is
ready to be shared or embedded into a larger report.
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Practical Use Cases and Interpreting the Results

Understanding when to deploy a bump chart is just as important as knowing how to build one.
These charts are most effective when the number of categories is relatively small (typically under
10-15). If you attempt to rank 50 different items, the resulting "spaghetti” of lines will become
impossible to interpret. In such cases, interactive visualization tools might be more appropriate,

allowing users to highlight specific lines.

When interpreting a bump chart, look for outliers and significant crossovers. A line that stays
relatively flat at the top indicates a dominant leader, while a line with sharp vertical movements
suggests high volatility in performance. These visual cues can spark deeper investigations into
why certain shifts occurred, such as a change in management, a new product launch, or a shift in
market conditions.

In addition to sports rankings, bump charts are frequently used in Search Engine Optimization
(SEO) to track keyword positions on search engine results pages (SERPs). They are also
popular in social media analytics to compare the relative popularity of trending topics or hashtags

over a week. By mastering the bump chart in Microsoft Excel, you gain a versatile tool for any

scenario where relative competition is the primary metric of success.

Advanced Tips and Related Visualizations

To take your Microsoft Excel skills further, consider exploring dynamic ranges using the
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OFFSET or INDEX functions. This allows your bump chart to expand automatically as you add new
time intervals to your data table, saving you the trouble of manually updating the data source range
every time a new game or month concludes.

If you find that a bump chart is becoming too crowded, you might consider these related
visualization techniques:

Slope Charts: Excellent for comparing rankings between only two points in time (e.g., Year Start
vs. Year End).

Sparklines: Small, simple charts that fit within a single cell, ideal for showing a quick trend for
many rows of data simultaneously.

Heat Maps: Useful if you want to emphasize the actual rank values using color gradients rather
than lines.

Mastering these various business intelligence visuals will significantly enhance your ability to

provide actionable insights. The bump chart remains a favorite for its unique ability to combine
time-series data with competitive hierarchy, making it a staple in the toolkit of any serious data
analyst.
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