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In January 2020, Claire 

Lanier, the senior social 

media manager at The Met, 

described social media as “a 

public square where major 

conversations are happening” 

– words that became a 

mission statement of sorts 

during the Covid-19 

pandemic when the public 

could no longer access The 



Met physically, and yet the Museum through its numerous digital and social media 

initiatives managed to engage its audiences. This paper will look at how social media 

took on the role, which was traditionally assigned to a public square – that of a facilitator 

of conversations across a multitude of publics. The paper will further delve into various 

social media initiatives and platforms the Museum leveraged to reach out to different 

audiences, and the role they played in taking the Museum’s culture to the public. 

 

How The Met Viewed Social Media Before the Pandemic 

Even before the pandemic, The Met had the second largest social media following of any 

museum in the world with 9.8 million followers across Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook. 

Its former social media manager, Kimberly Drew, shared that one of her key 

responsibilities as a digital professional was to understand what the community needed 

in order to share what was “insightful and relevant” (Drew, 2016) to them. This people-

centric approach enabled her and the Museum to create content pertinent to its followers, 

which encouraged participation, and played a key role in transforming social media into 

a “public square” (Lanier, 2020). This approach was also in-sync with Martin’s (2020) 

viewpoint on how museum professionals should use social media – “What people do 

with your museum brand is [sic] social media is more important than what you want 

them to do. We need to lose control and engage with our audiences encouraging them to 

interact with us. To go from target audiences to content partners. To make the transition 

to a transmedia brand. To inspire 21st century museum professionals to become inspiring 

storytellers” (p. 107).  

One of the earlier instances when The Met managed to 

engage its online community revolved around its Play It 

Loud exhibition. The Museum was aware of the fact that 

Facebook had become extremely popular with grown-ups 

in the US. Therefore, as soon as it realized that its Play It 

Loud exhibition was resonating with the Baby Boomers, the 

Museum improvised and did a Facebook live tour through 

the exhibition in order to reach out to the older generations. 

The digital initiative was successful as the Museum’s 

Facebook followers responded by remembering and 

sharing memories of the time, they had attended Zeppelin 

and other concerts. 



In another instance, the 

Museum curated and 

showcased The Met 360 

Project (2016) exclusively 

for its online audiences – an 

award-winning series of six 

short videos which invited 

viewers from around the 

world to virtually visit and 

experience its art and 

architecture in a unique, 

immersive fashion. The idea of designing a project solely for the web proved yet again 

that the Museum valued its online engagement and was willing to go out of its way to 

create content which was one-of-a-kind. Both these initiatives fostered conversation and 

a sense of connection amongst its followers. 

 

Social Media as a Tool for Democratization  

During the course of the 

pandemic, The Met took a 

lead in making its art and 

heritage accessible to wider 

audiences. Right at the 

start of the lockdown, the 

Museum launched 

#MetAnywhere to share 

content, which up until 

then was only accessible to 

people who visited the 

Museum in-person. Under 

#MetAnywhere, the Museum released the video of the iconic American opera The Mother 

of Us All, which was a ticketed event at The Met performed live earlier in the year at its 

magnificent Charles Engelhard Court. The Museum also released the full-length 

documentary Gerhard Richter Painting, which was featured during the Gerhard Richter: 

Painting After All exhibition at The Met Breuer. It also made available its extensive Video 

Vault, which offers films both made and collected by The Met since the 1920s. 

Apart from this, the pandemic also drove the Museum to share new content online, which 

included live performances and conversations with curators, educators, and artists. The 

Museum started live-streaming its musical evenings with Ethel & Friends every Friday; 



shared toddler stories through initiatives such as Storytime with The Met on its Facebook 

page and YouTube channel every Thursday; and held live sketching and drawing classes 

that encouraged its audiences to create their own version of The Met’s Masterpieces. All 

these initiatives made the Museum and its resources accessible to the public and 

generated a lot of conversation.  

 

Many-to-Many Communication: Best Practices 

While most of the digital initiatives cited above garnered active engagement and made 

people feel more creative at home, there were a few campaigns that really stood out and 

fostered participatory culture. According to Jenkins et al. (2006) “a participatory culture 

is a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civil engagement, strong 

support for creating and sharing one’s creation, and some type of informal mentorship 

whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along to novices. A 

participatory culture is also one in which members believe their contributions matter and 

feel some degree of social connection with one another” (p. 3).   

 

Participatory culture invites many-to-many communication. One of the best examples 

was the Museum’s social media challenge called #Mettwinning, which encouraged people 

to re-create a piece of their artwork from home. Taking a cue from The Met, LA’s Getty 

museum launched a similar challenge on Twitter. In no time, the campaign really caught 

on and stood out as a quintessential example of many-to-many communication. The Met 

then launched another challenge called #MuseumBadHairDay on Twitter, which nudged 



its followers to find examples of the worst haircuts found in museums. This, too, was a 

huge success as it allowed people to interact with each other and with the museum as 

they shared their favorite, goofy bad hair pictures. 

Yet another example of many-to-

many communication involves an 

ongoing video series launched by 

The Met called the Met Stories. It 

showcases unexpected and 

compelling stories from the people 

who have visited the Museum in 

the past – allowing ordinary people 

to share their point of view of The 

Met and what the institution means 

to them. In its latest episode, four 

set of people share their stories 

related to finding romance at the 

Museum. It includes artist Maira Kalman who shares her “love affair” (Kalman, 2021) 

with the Museum on Friday nights, which flows into the next story that comes from 

designer Lillian Tong and poet Chris Hosea who describe how they first met each other 

at The Met and so on. The series gives people around the globe the artistic freedom to 

share their narrative of the Museum and, in the process, allows others to connect with 

them.  

 

Digital Impact & Transmedia Storytelling During Lockdown 

People have responded to the Museum’s digital initiatives all along, but even more so 

during the pandemic. Within the first two weeks of the lockdown – the engagement went 

up by 17% on Facebook, 95% on Instagram, and 64% on Twitter. During the first three 

months of the lockdown, the Museum gained almost 200,000 followers across Facebook, 

Instagram, and Twitter, with their total social media following growing from 9.8 million 

in March to almost 10 million in the month of May. 



Besides Instagram (3.8 million followers), 

Twitter (4.3 million followers), and Facebook (2 

million followers), The Met is also popular on 

other social media platforms, such as YouTube 

(250K subscribers), Google Arts and Culture, 

Spotify, and Tripadvisor. Each of these 

platforms attract a different, though sometimes 

overlapping, set of audiences, and each enables 

autonomous storytelling and consumption that 

is unique to them.  

The Museum’s digital and transmedia 

initiatives have enhanced its reach and scope 

beyond the city of New York. It managed to 

provide inspiration and connection to millions across the globe as was anticipated by The 

Met’s Director, Max Hollein, who said the following at the beginning of the pandemic: 

“The Museum’s collection represents 5,000 years of the world’s creative expression. As 

we are thinking of everyone in the New York City and beyond in this exceptional time, 

we want to share the riches of the Museum’s art and scholarship as a means for 

inspiration and connection…”.  

 

Conclusion 

The Met Museum has served as a “cosmopolitan ambassador” (Davidson & Perez-

Castellanos, 2019) particularly during the pandemic as its social media initiatives played 

a pivotal role in connecting various publics across the globe. The engagement that the 

Museum generated in the last few months have proved beyond doubt that social media 

is the new “public square”. And finally, given the success of its digital and transmedia 

initiatives in taking the Museum’s culture to the masses and in facilitating intercultural 

and international communication, the Museum officials say that they would continue to 

focus on digitization even after the pandemic.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Met At a Glance 

Institution The Metropolitan Museum of Art (The Met) 

Type Public Space; Public Art 

Social Media Platforms  

Instagram: 3.8 million followers 

Twitter: 4.3 million followers 

Facebook: 2 million followers 

YouTube: 250K subscribers 

Google Arts and Culture 

Spotify 

Tripadvisor 

Best Practices 
#MetTwinning (LA’s Getty Museum followed its lead), 
#MuseumBadHairDay, Met Stories  

Content: Synchronous 
or asynchronous  

The Museum’s digital content is both synchronous and 
asynchronous as it streams a number of live events, which 
remain on its social media platforms for future viewing. 

Digital Media Activity 

The Museum believes in engaging with its audiences, and 
a number of its digital media initiatives involve many-to-
many Communication. 

Who is their audience? 

The Museum communicates in English, which is widely 
understood around the world; also, it managed to reach a 
larger audience during the pandemic as was anticipated by 
its Director, Max Hollein, when he said, “The Museum’s 
collection represents 5,000 years of the world’s creative 
expression. As we are thinking of everyone in the New 
York City and beyond in this exceptional time, we want to 
share the riches of the Museum’s art and scholarship as a 
means for inspiration and connection…”. The Museum 
gained almost 200,000 followers across Facebook, 
Instagram, and Twitter within the first three months of the 
lockdown. 

Do their activities 
encourage 
international/ 
intercultural 
conversations? Or 
create a new, larger, 
more representative 
community?  

The Museum has a global art collection and endeavors to 
connect with publics across the globe: “From the very 
beginning, The MET aimed to collect works of art across 
media and from every part of the globe” (The Met, 2020, 
1:24).  
Thus, their art, usage of English, transmedia storytelling, 
and initiatives to foster participatory culture – all 
encourage international/ intercultural conversations; and 
create a more representative community.  
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