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Editorial

To Mask or Not to Mask? That is the
question

On May 13, 2021, the Center for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC) publicly announced that
masks and social distancing were no longer neces-
sary in public places for those that were vaccinated
[1, 2]. At the same time, the United States (U.S.)
COVID-19 rate was 35,442 new cases per day and
59% of adults had been vaccinated [3]. Concurrently,
the World Health Organization (WHO) continued to
recommend wearing a mask indoors for all individ-
uals vaccinated or not, even if the CDC did not [4,
5]. On July 27, 2021, almost 12 weeks later, the CDC
revised its guidance indicating that “fully vaccinated
or not, people who live where coronavirus transmis-
sion is classified as substantial or high should wear
masks when they are indoors in public places. The
agency also called for universal mask-wearing in K-
12 schools, where masks should be worn by teachers,
other staff members, students and visitors. The rec-
ommendation applies to everyone over the age of 2
[6].” When the CDC’s revised its guidelines on July
27, 2021, the U.S. COVID-19 rate was 42,226 new
cases per day and the daily deaths were 239 which
were reported as 45% higher than the low of 164
on July 10, 2021 [7]. During the 12 weeks of relax-
ation of masks in public places, there were 27,691
deaths and 1.8 million new COVID-19 cases in the
U.S. [3, 7]. What would those numbers be if we had
continued with wearing masks indoors, vaccinated
or not?

On August 10, 2021, the Johns Hopkins COVID-
19 Situation Report noted that Florida was number
one nationally in terms of both total weekly inci-
dence and mortality, representing 22% and 25% of the
national total respectively. Furthermore, it acknowl-
edged that the governor had threatened to withhold
pay for school administrators who instituted mask
mandates during the state’s most severe surge to date,

which included a record high for pediatric hospital
admissions [8]. On August 17, 2021, the first fed-
eral lawsuit was filed against the Texas governor for
prohibiting mask mandates as it puts “students with
disabilities at significant risk, is discriminatory, and
violates the federal Americans with Disabilities Act
and Section 504 of the federal Rehabilitation Act [9].”

With our guest editors Matthew Mc Laughlin
and Christian Vercler, we published the 2020 JPRM
special COVID-19 13.3 issue. To recap from my edi-
torial, initially, we were told the virus was transmitted
by touching various surfaces, the length of time it
lasted on paper, versus plastic, versus carboard, and
that masks weren’t necessary. Next, scientific evi-
dence revealed that masks were important to wear
to stop the spread of the virus [10].

Typically, articles in JPRM do not implicate life or
death. With the vaccines not being 100% effective and
vaccinated and unvaccinated individuals having sim-
ilar loads of COVID-19 virus, the approach to this
global pandemic must include mask wearing [11].
Florida has demonstrated a frightening outcome from
the failure to wear masks in public places. As adults
tend to criticize youth for risk taking behavior, what
risks are we taking by going mask-less? Everyone
likely wants to put the pandemic behind them. How-
ever, it doesn’t make sense to have reduced masks
restrictions when the length of protection and the
effectiveness of the vaccine against COVID-19 vari-
ants is unknown. We are now talking about a booster
shot and some researchers are upset regarding the
same. “Surgeon General Vivek Murthy insisted the
booster dose program would only go ahead if sanc-
tioned by the FDA and the ACIP, as the CDC advisory
committee is known. But the fact that there is a fixed
date for the start of the booster program led some to
wonder if the outcome had already been decided.”
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Also, there is concern that vaccinating Americans
with a third dose is at the expense of providing vac-
cines to the rest of the world [12].

In the U.S. the CDC liberalized mask recommen-
dations when our COVID-19 rates were 35,442 a day.
On August 17, 2021, New Zealand went into lock-
down with their first positive COVID-19 case in 6
months [13]. Did the CDC base easing mask restric-
tions on a few weeks’ worth of data only to change
their minds, 1.8 million cases and 27,691 deaths later?
What if manuscripts sent to JPRM were based on
author’s recommendations, just weeks’ worth of data
and without blinded (de-identified) expert and sta-
tistical review? Each manuscript submitted to JPRM
goes through a laborious review process electroni-
cally tracked by elaborate software. I am confident
that if the manuscripts in JPRM were based on weeks
of data that we would not be acting in the best interest
of our readers who look to JPRM for guidance in the
complex management of the patients that we serve
globally.

According to Amnesty International, at least
17,000 health workers have died from COVID-19
over the last year [14]. That is approximately 47
health care worker deaths a day. Until we have zero
COVID-19 cases, we must continue to be careful, and
protect our families, friends, and those that we rely on
to provide medical care for all of us. Seriously, if we
continue to fight about masking or not masking, the
Delta variant and all the variants to follow will win.
This global pandemic calls for us all to be heroes, set
the example as adults, keep the economy going, get
in the groove, put our masks on and save lives. The
life you save may be your own or that of someone
you love.

Sincerely,
Elaine L. Pico, MD, FAAP, FAAPM & R

Editor-in-Chief
Journal of Pediatric and Rehabilitation Medicine

Please donate to our editorial office and pro-
grams through Foundation for Physical Medicine and
Rehabilitation: http://foundationforpmr.org/support-
the-journal-of-pediatric-rehabilitation-medicine/
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