
UPDATE ON RITA CATEGORIES IN THE 2000s 

Contemporary books were very strong in the 2000s. One interesting thing I 

noticed – there were a few situations where books were finalists or won the 

regular contemporary categories (long, short single title) when it seems like 

they were romantic suspense books. We know that authors can choose the 

category in which they want to enter their book. Is it possible that they might 

strategically choose the category in which they have the best chance to win? 

Of course, they might really think a general contemporary category is a better 

fit. Perhaps the Romantic Suspense category became a little to intense because 

in 2009 a new sub-category appeared called Contemporary Series Romance: 

Suspense/Adventure. I think the word to emphasize is adventure. These books 

usually did not include murders and such, but the characters were placed in 

very tense situations. Also of note, the traditional category disappeared in 

2008. Sweet contemporary books were incorporated into the general 

categories and the definition was modified to include all levels of spice. 

The Historical categories continued with some strong entries from authors 

such as Julia Quinn and Madeline Hunter.  

Paranormal romances began to evolve in new directions. Nora Roberts 

expanded the “In Death” series by J. D. Robb. There were more shifters and 

other imaginary creatures. And after Twilight gained popularity we saw a lot 

more vampires. There were also some “light” paranormals. I have not 

previously mentioned the paranormal-like offshoots that are not strictly 

romances: space opera, urban fantasy, and steampunk.   
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Romantic suspense novels gradually became scarier, with a harder edge. 

There were quite a few highly suspenseful mysteries. Serial killers became 

more common.  

  2008 RITA finalist 

Inspirational romances really found their stride in the 2000s. One niche that 

really caught on was the Amish romances. This might have been spurred by 

the move Witness (1985). Beverly Lewis’ The Shunning was published in 1997 

by Bethany House and the popularity of Amish romances has been going 

strong ever since.  

 

And, of course, the 200s witnessed the return of the Young Adult category. But 

the books that came with the return were nothing like the earlier YA books. 

They were grittier and far more creative. Teen were put in unusual and 

challenging circumstances. Paranormal YA romances appeared. The readers 

now saw books that anyone could enjoy, not just teenagers. The Young Adult 

category began to attract wide critical recognition. 



NEW RITA CATEGORIES 

The first new RITA category of the 2000s came right away in 2000. It was the 

Romance Novella. This category is only distinguished by the fact that the 

stories are short. The content may be from any category (contemporary, 

historical, paranormal, suspense, inspirational) and they may be sweet or 

sensual. Here is the initial category description (which has changed very little 

over the years): 

Best Romantic Novella 
Short pieces of fiction which must have a strong romantic theme throughout. 
The word count for these novellas is 20,000-40,000 words. 

I think that writing a good novella is a tricky thing. In a book of traditional  

length the hero and heroine have a good deal of time to grow and change 

through a series of conflicts. The ending is often satisfying because they have 

been through so much. In a novella the hero and heroine must pull together a 

believable relationship in a short time. It is not unusual for the characters to 

be reviving a previous relationship so that the some of the relationship 

growth has already happened. Still, some authors manage to take us from the 

very beginning through to a meaningful HEA in the tight time frame of a 

novella.  

Novellas are not my favorite type of romance, but some are very well done. Do 

you like novellas? Do you prefer them or longer novels? 

  The first RITA for Romance Novella – “Starry, Starry Night” by Marianne Willman 

Another new RITA category appeared in 2004 – the Novel with Strong 

Romantic Elements. This is essentially a work of mainstream fiction that has a 

strong romantic component, even though this component is not the main 



thrust of the book. Here is the definition and judging guidelines from the first 

year: 

Best Novel with Strong Romantic Elements 
A work of fiction not belonging in another category that contains a strong 
romantic element, such as that one or more romances contained in the story 
form an integral part of the story’s structure, but in which other themes or 
stories may also be significantly developed. The word count for these novels is a 
minimum of 80,000 words. 
Judging guidelines: Any kind of fiction, of any tone or style and set in any place 
or time, is eligible for this category. The romantic elements, while not the 
primary focus of the story, should be an integral and dynamic part of the plot or 
subplot. The NR term does not apply to this category. Instead the book may be 
judged NSRE (no strong romantic elements). 

I will admit that I am honestly not sure what I think about this category. On 

one hand RWA is recognizing books that, by their own definition, are not 

romance novels. On the other hand there are some wonderful books that have 

been winners or finalists. I can tell you that RWA surveyed members about 

this category and the opinions for and against ran about 50/50. The words 

“Strong Romantic Elements” became essential to adding the category. 

What do you think? Remembering that RWA is the trade organization for 

romance writing do you think the awards should include books that aren’t 

exactly romances? Do you think that might confuse readers that are often not 

clear on what a romance is? OR should RWA recognize excellent romance 

writing within the context of non-romance book? 

 

 

 

The first RITA for Novel with Strong Romantic Elements 

 

PUBLISHING ISSUES IN THE 2000s 

Electronic publishing was becoming a reality and RWA began the struggle to 

deal with it. The fear was that the industry was not willing to recognize books 

published by a “vanity press” or other minor publisher. Vanity printed books 



were not believed to meet any standard of quality since anyone could pay to 

have their book published. So in the mid-2000s RWA clearly required that the 

books entered be published by a “RITA-eligible publisher.” The definition of 

that was “a non-subsidy, non-vanity publisher that has released books on a 

regular basis via national distribution for a minimum of one year and has sold 

a minimum of 1,500 hardcover/trade paperback copies of 5,000 copies of any 

other format of a single fiction book or novella or collection of novellas.” RWA 

had a list of approved publishers on file and available for authors with 

questions. 

Later they added that the publisher must be “a royalty-paying publishing 

house” and that the format could include “print on demand.” RWA has been 

criticized for not embracing digital and/or independent publishing more 

quickly, but it seems to me that they were trying to maintain the integrity of 

the award program. I think they probably erred on the side of caution. What 

do you think? 

The 2000s gave us a hint of the crazy publishing changes coming the 2010s. 

We will look at that and more in the next lesson.  


