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While in the 21st century, it can be easy to be caught up in the overwhelming  and 

constantly changing wave of social media and online platforms. The very concept of 

communication has changed the way people interact with each other, and now it is fostering 

interaction from user to institution and vise versa. In our modern world, society tends to focus on 

the negative rather than the positive outcomes of social media and the advancement of 

technology. Often, people like to point out the flaws of society growing with the advancement of 

technology. Social media is one of those flaws that comes into contact with negative 

connotations, but most people do not realize the effect social media has on their organizations, 

companies, or businesses. There are many ways to use social media in a positive way and 

museums are taking advantage of the positivity that an online presence can bring. Although it 

can be overwhelming, social media has created a way for the museum to interact with online 

users in a very unique way. Museums in our modern world have a right to the public to use these 

forms of communication to promote engagement, inclusivity, diversity, and above all, supporting 

their mission statement through social media for the public.  
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The use of social media has increased viewership and user accessibility since its 

inception. By using online communication and different forms of social media, there is a 

universal outreach that be contributed to just being online as an organization. When a museum 

wants to create an online presence, there should be some discussion on the what, who, and how 

of the operation. While creating a social media account for the average user can be quite easy, 

creating one for an organization can be overwhelming (“Social Media Handbook”). One of the 

top social media platforms is Facebook because it is easily accessible and free to use. According 

to Rachel Gonalez, writer for Museum Scholar, “Museums can easily post status updates to 

Facebook that appear on followers’ news feeds, can create photo albums to show their 

collections and to tag visitors who have attended events, and museums can share videos or write 

blog entries that the public can comment on or share with others.” Using Facebook allows the 

organization to do more than just reach out, but have the ability to make unique connections with 

their audience. Facebook is not the only social networking platform for museums to use, 

however, it is one of the most popular, with Instagram and Twitter following close behind 

(Chenn). While this paper is focusing on the positive effect of social media on museums, there 

are ways that museums can make mistakes online too. Human error is everywhere and 

unavoidable, but there are ways that, as an organization, you can handle when mistakes occur. 

Not posting something on time, posting the wrong thing, or even being hacked can damage a 

museums reputation and what they stand for. Although there are consequences of using social 

media as a public platform, the good of what can come seems to outweigh the negative. As an 

organization, approaching the use of social media as a museum can be overwhelming, so it is 
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important to look at other museums pages, case studies, and finding research about using social 

media effectively and with proper precautions.  

More museums are starting to use social media to reach out to their community and 

create a unique connection with their followers. It has already been established that just having 

an online presence is a good way to make connections, but one example of a museum focusing 

on this aspect and more is the McKinley Presidential Library & Museum in Canton, Ohio, whom 

began using Facebook around 2009. Although the museum does not have a social media team, 

only the department heads have access to their social media platforms. With Facebook, the 

museum has seen an increase in engagement due to their posts, photographs, and events. The 

executive director of the museum, Kimberly Kenney, states “We get the most engagement when 

we post historical photos, especially of the Monument. Recently the library staff has been 

posting more in-depth posts, which has been popular. The science staff has also been posting 

more content based on Bat Week and Earth Science Week that has also gotten a lot of attention.” 

Through what the museum posts online, they always keep their mission the main focus. William 

McKinley, his life, and the history of Stark County are mainly what the museum posts through 

statuses and/or photographs, along with the Discover World exhibition. If you were to look at the 

comments on these posts, most are from local people or people who used to live in Stark County, 

while others are people who either want to visit or plan to visit the museum. The comments 

themselves are often people who reminiscence about their childhood and growing up in or 

around Canton. It is interesting to see how just by posting a photograph, the museum is able to 

connect people to their hometown and community.  
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By using a social media platform like Facebook, more people will get the information 

quicker and be able to respond faster than they would if they had seen a flyer or been given a 

hand-out. It is important for museums to use their knowledge to stay relevant in a world that 

moves quickly (Chenn). More and more people are using Facebook to communicate with family, 

friends, and organizations. It is quick, easy, and efficient compared to physically going 

somewhere to find out information. When the McKinley Museum has events, programs, or a 

special exhibition, they use an online ticket service, Eventbrite, which has increased ticket sales 

for the museum. Kenney adds to this by saying, “Eventbrite is increasingly popular for 

purchasing tickets, in spite of the additional fees.” Despite having to pay extra to order their 

tickets online, most people find it more convenient and less time-consuming than calling or 

physically going to the museum to get tickets. The McKinley Museum is not only focused on 

ticket sales though, as an organization, they are focused on getting their mission out to the public 

and there are many ways that the museum is able to do this.  

Through using social media, the McKinley Museum hopes to see their presence increase 

admission and membership sales. They are already seeing an increase with ticket sales, so 

hopefully, as their presence grows, so will their audience. The more they communicate with 

people and engage their audience through posting, people feel encouraged to visit and bring 

along their friends and family. However, Facebook has started forcing the museum to spend 

money to boost their posts. Kenney has found that even though the museum is posting, there are 

times when their posts do not appear on their Facebook page. Despite this obstacle, the goal for 

the museum is to grow their social media and include “more content driven posts” (Kenney). 

Even though the museum is facing some bumps in the road, it does not diminish their goals of 
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reaching the community through social media. The McKinley Museum realizes how important it 

is to engage their audience and push their message through so more people can be informed, and 

have easy access to events and programs.  

Some museums are just starting to get into social media and learn about what it can do 

for them. In 2014, a conference was held by the Museums and the Web organization to address 

the topic of social media and how museums were joining in on the trend (Espinós). Used as a 

case study, London's Victoria & Albert, Turin's Palazzo Madama, and Barcelona's Center for 

Contemporary Culture were the three contenders of project. Used as a case study, only the 

Victoria and Albert museum and the Palazzo Madama have been used for this paper as their 

information is more relevant to the topic presented. The idea of the case study was to hone in on 

how museums were relating to their followers, if they were attracting different audiences, and 

how using social media can grow a museums influence (Espinós). Their primary social media 

platform was Twitter, a social networking site that was created in 2006 and is still one of the 

leading platforms of social media. By using their results, the study was able to provide an 

improved evaluation of what Twitter can do for museums and non-profit organizations.  

The first museum analyzed is London's Victoria & Albert Museum in England. Using 

data collected from seven months, the Victoria & Albert Museum increasingly grew their 

presence on social media through using Twitter. At the time that this report was published in 

January 2015, the museum only had around 500,000 followers on Twitter; as of November 2019, 

their followers have grown to 1.3 million (Espinós). The amount of followers has not only 

increased within about four years, but interactions have as well because of the increased 

following rate. In the seven months that this information was recorded, the museum had 

 



Weaver 7 

interacted with over fifteen-thousand Twitter users (Espinós). This does, however, include 

mentions and retweets from the museum and from Twitter users. The influence this museum has, 

has grown from the time that data was recorded, when the report was published, and to the 

current year. Something else to think about is users who do not follow the museum on Twitter, 

but they like and retweet their tweets or tweets that mention them. From this report, it was found 

that “as our follower count grows, our total interactions grow (including retweets, mentions, and 

users we have related to), but the relative interaction rates decrease” (Espinós). Using this rule, it 

would only be fair to compare rates with museums that have a similar follower count. The more 

that the museums account was actively tweeting or retweeting allowed its followers to engage 

more and allow interaction between user and museum.  

The second museum researched in this article is Turin's Palazzo Madama in Italy. This 

museum also participated in seven months of collected data from social media. Compared to the 

Victoria & Albert museum, the Palazzo Madama is a smaller museum in a country where the 

influence of Twitter is not as active, like it is in England. Something to think about though is that 

this museum has the ability to communicate bilingually, through English and Italian. This allows 

the museum to communicate with more users because there is less of a language barrier. As an 

organization, the ability to communicate with visitors in more way than one helps create 

communities, instead of dividing them or excluding them. In the 21st century, this is something 

that museums should also focus on and realize that inclusivity and diversity is driving many 

audiences. As of November 2019, they have reached fifty-four thousand followers on Twitter; at 

the time of this report in 2015, the museum only had a little over eight-thousand followers 

(Espinós). However, the users who followed this museum were more active than users who 

 



Weaver 8 

followed the Victoria & Albert museum (Espinós). This is where information from both 

museums can be taken into account based on their online presence and the communities that they 

attract.  

Comparing both of these museums, the information presented allows the differences in 

Twitter users actions and behaviors to be analyzed specifically. From the average of connections 

made between the user and the museums Twitter account, the Victoria & Albert museum had a 

lower average than the Palazzo Madama (Espinós). Using information from this report, this 

shows that while a larger museum might have a larger following, it does not mean that there is 

interaction from user to museum. The community that the Palazzo Madama is smaller, but it is 

more engaging and interactive compared to the Victoria & Albert museum. The Palazzo Madama 

has the upper hand as well, because they are able to be diverse in linguistics, therefore, reaching 

more people. While the larger museum has more followers, the smaller museum finds that it is 

easier to engage with their audience over social media because it is more personal. However, the 

fact that both of these museums are putting in the effort to engage and interact with their 

followers in a unique way is a great tool to have. Their followers have a new way to create “an 

open dialog with a museum, a goal that was hard to accomplish prior to the advent of social 

media” (Gonzalez). These museums are learning the skills and the time it takes to run social 

media accounts and the best way to reach out to their followers, who hopefully react positively to 

the way museums are reaching out to them. These two museums are good examples of what can 

happen when an organization reaches out to their audience on a different platform. The 

McKinley Presidential Library & Museum has already begun to do this, so they are already on 

the right track as they progress further into social media.  
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While there are many benefits regarding the use of social media, there are times when 

social media is not as effective as it could be. In 2016, the presidential election was all the rage 

and a new term was established pertaining to news outlets and social media: “Fake news” (de los 

Santos, et al). The basis for this term emerged from the political debates involving Donald 

Trump and Hiliary Clinton. Social media was the main factor for this because the candidates 

often went online to post frustrations or lies about the other person, therefore the main issue of 

fake news being related back to social media. In fact, “more than half of Americans (62%) report 

that at least some of their news consumption comes from social media. Among Facebook users, 

66% are likely to get some of their news there, with Twitter users following closely at 59%” (de 

los Santos,  et al). Obviously there is something happening where people trust social media, but 

they are not getting the right information. To combat this issue, the Ronald Reagan Presidential 

Library and Museum decided to get together and think about the best way to address the issues 

of fake news at hand. The museum partnered with Pepperdine University and they collaborated 

on creating an open, public forum about the issue of fake news. “Truth and the News” was 

intended to engage the participants with how they think of social media and the news, and a 

solution for these issues (de los Santos, et al). With the rise of social media and news outlets, 

encountering fake news became a daily occurrence for the average person online. As a museum 

and presidential library, they felt that they had to address fake news and how it was affecting not 

only politics, but also skewing how information was presented and the accuracy of that 

information (de los Santos, et al). Museums have a right to provide the most accurate 

information for its patrons, and that is exactly what the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and 

Museum decided to do when they created a public forum for the community.  
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The museum educator, Elizabeth Duclos-Orsello, was the one to make the call about the 

fact that their organization needed to address the issues that were being presented in the 21st 

century (de los Santos, et al). They needed to show that, as an organization for the public, they 

were dedicated to providing the most factual information they could and how to seek out that 

information. Just because a powerful person says something or posts something online, does not 

make it true and often can lead to more problems in the future. To help with the public forum, 

the partnership also included professional journalists and a training session for teachers. It is 

important to remember that Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum could have decided 

to avoid the questions of fake news or tried to address them quickly, instead of trying to make a 

bad situation into a learning experience for the public. Since the main person was a museum 

educator, it also gave way for all educators on how to handle social issues in their community 

and nation as a whole. It is their job to make sure everyone understands the program, the 

exhibitions, and now, understanding current social issues that were affecting everyone.  

In the spring of 2017, the “Truth and the News” public forum event occurred at the 

Reagan Library and Museum. The event was open to the public and was free for all who 

attended. Those who attended were mostly locals and K-12 educators, along with over 

four-thousand people who watched on Facebook Live (de los Santos, et al). The event began 

with a keynote speech, followed by a panel discussion by professionals in their field, time for 

audience questions, a special educator workshop, and finally, a focus group for students in 

college. After the speech, professional journalists spoke about the invention of social media, and 

how it is connected to the idea of fake news being spread online (de los Santos, et al). They also 

spoke about fake news throughout history and major events that happened because factually 
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incorrect information was presented to the public as the truth. After the panel discussion, 

members of the audience were asked how they contributed to the problem of fake news and 

where they got their information from. This allowed accountability for the individual person and 

helped them realize the effect fake news has on them and the public. At the time of this event, 

the organizers wanted to include social media platforms within the panel, but since fake news 

spread so rapidly, these platforms were still revising or creating policies about this issue and 

were unable to comment (de los Santos, et al). In the end, the event helped those who attended to 

understand how fake news and social media contributed to social issues and at the time, politics.  

It is very important for museums to realize the influence that they hold on their audience, 

followers, and visitors. In our modern world, museums have the ability to teach, educate, and 

engage their communities and visitors as well. By collaborating with a university, the Reagan 

Presidential Library & Museum was able to attract more people and allow other voices to be 

heard. “By engaging with social media, museums can transcend “into a world of interactive 

education and user generated content,” which is a useful tool by which museums can generate 

feedback on exhibitions, programming, and events. Permitting social media users to interact with 

a museum’s post gives voice to the public” (Gonzalez). It is important for organizations to get 

more than just inside information, going to the public is a great way to understand what the 

community is feeling about certain issues. Often when organizations or institutions try to address 

hard issues in society, it can be misleading or end up causing more harm than good. By allowing 

other people and professionals to address the issue, the museum brought more light onto an issue 

that was very prominent at the time and frankly, still is because of social media. The fact that the 

museum decided to even address fake news and social media shows how dedicated they were to 
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this cause and to informing the public on how to obtain factually correct information through the 

proper channels.  

The McKinley Presidential Library & Museum have begun following in the Reagan 

museum’s steps within their own community. This year, 2019, the McKinley Museum began an 

initiative to combat and raise awareness about food insecurity in Stark County, Ohio with their 

program: “Project EAT!” They currently have an exhibition, “Stark County Food: From Early 

Farming to Modern Meals,” about the food that came from Stark County and the impact it has 

left on the community to this day (Brown). The fact that the museum realized that there was an 

issue in the community and decided to address it is very important. The museum has collaborated 

with the Canton Museum of Art, Massillon Museum, National First Ladies Library, Walsh 

University, and Canton Food Tours, among others (Brown). For the exhibition opening, the 

executive director, Kim Kenney, discussed this important topic in Stark County. Her goal is to 

make sure that people know what is happening around them, and this can be accomplished 

through the use of social media. The museum is currently awaiting results from their social 

media campaign based around “Project EAT!” Kenney is positive that their campaign has left an 

impact on the community, as well as other organizations because of social media and the reach it 

generates. Hopefully, the museum will be able to see the results of their campaign soon, so they 

can figure out where they need improvements and where they had increased engagement.  

The goal for all the museums mentioned, is to increase interaction with their audience 

through social media. My focus museum, the McKinley Presidential Library & Museum, can 

benefit from all the various ways that these case studies have found increasing engagement from 

online users. The most important aspect of being online as an organization is to create an open 
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dialogue for the user to connect with the organization. The first step is to make a social media 

account and figure out what your audience wants, and how your museum can incorporate their 

mission using their online presence. While my focus museum, the McKinley Presidential Library 

& Museum are relatively new to social media, the organization are finding that there is an 

increase in interaction from their followers based on what they post because it is personal to 

residents of Stark County. Museums are able to foster connections through the use of social 

media because it is a quick, free way for people to find information and ask questions, while also 

reminiscing about where they grew up. It is a very unique way that social media has allowed 

museums to communicate with their peers and their audience. In our modern world, museums 

are using their influence to change minds, educate, and promote inclusivity for the betterment of 

the public through social media. 
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