
CATEGORY UPDATES 

The Historical Romance category went through some changes in the 2010s. In 

2009 the category description identified the time range as “prior to 1945.” In 

2013 and 2014 the description only read “any historical time period.” In 1950 

the time range was modified to “prior to 1950.” Since we already discussed 

that concept of time moving forward it will be interesting to watch for 

changes in the future.  

The Regency Historical Romance category was dropped in 2013. I am honestly 

surprised that it took so long to happen. When Regency romance implied the 

traditional Heyer-esque romances it made some sense to have a separate 

category. But gradually there were more and more sensual romances in the 

category whose only distinction was the setting. When I joined RWA in 2012 I 

wondered, “How is the Regency period not part of history?” In 2014 all 

historical romances were placed in one category with a huge number of 

finalists (17!). After that historicals were divided into long and short. 

The Contemporary Categories went through some changes as well (hasn’t that 

been the case since the beginning?). During 2010-2012 the contemporary 

categories consisted of Contemporary Series, Contemporary Series: 

Suspense/Adventure, and Contemporary Single Title. In 2013 these were 

changed to: Contemporary Single Title, Long Contemporary Series, and Short 

Contemporary Series. 2014 must have been the year to simplify because the 

contemporary categories were reduced to Contemporary (18 finalists!) and 

Short Contemporary (6 finalists). Finally, in 2015 RWA went to the three 

categories in use today: Long, Mid-Length, and Short. This seems like a 

workable answer. Let’s hope it stays like this for a long time!  

  2015 Long Winner  Mid Winner   Short Winner 

Romance novellas were easier to acquire in the 2010s. With the new ease of 

publishing many novellas were released or re-released individually, instead of 



in an anthology, making it easier for readers to acquire only the story they 

want. 

The Inspirational Category continued to broaden, including romantic 

suspense, Amish, and historicals. Back in 2005 RWA made it clear that 

“inspirational” meant “religious or spiritual beliefs (in the context of any 

religion ore spiritual belief system).” In 2015 they added the word, “of any 

culture.” The entries still lean strongly toward the Christian side, but the door 

is open to other faiths. I hope we see more diversity in this area. 

NEW RITA CATEGORY 

In 2015 the first award was given in the Erotic Romance category. The initial 

category description was: 

Erotic Romance 
Novels in which strong, often explicit, sexual interaction is an inherent part of 
the love story, character growth and relationship development and could not be 
removed without damaging the storyline. These novels may contain elements of 
other romance subgenres (such as paranormal, historical, etc.). 

Judging guidelines: In this category, the love story is the main focus of the novel, 
scenes of explicit sexual interaction are blended with and form a significant part 
of the love story and the resolution of the romance is emotionally satisfying and 
optimistic. 

  2015 Erotic RITA Winner 
 
This is an interesting category. It brings a lot of questions to my mind. Do we 
need a special category for erotic since there is a wide range of sensuality in 
the other categories? What exactly makes a book erotic? Does it generally 
mean things beyond “vanilla sex”? Is it a place to put such things as BDSM and 
polyamory relationships? (Note: the first full polyamory (three-way) 
relationship story appeared in this category for 2019.) 



 
Last year I read an excellent book that was a finalist in the erotic category. The 
author had written books before that I would definitely consider erotic. In this 
book I kept waiting for the sex to be beyond what I would see in any other 
non-erotic book, but it never appeared. So I wonder – with the lines blurring 
about issues of sexuality, how do we determine what is erotic? 
 

PUBLICATION CHALLENGES 

One of the biggest issues in the 2010s reflected the changing world of 

publishing. At first RWA went to great lengths to define the types of 

publication that was acceptable. Consider these explicit definitions from 2010: 

 “Eligible Publisher” means a romance publisher that has verified to RWA in a 

form acceptable to RWA, that it: (1) is not a Subsidy Publisher or Vanity 

Publisher; (2) has been releasing romance novels via national distribution for no 

fewer than three years, with no fewer than two full-length romance novels or 

novel-length romance anthologies published in each of three consecutive years; 

(3) provides advances of at least $1,000 for all books; and (4) pays all authors 

participating in an anthology an advance of at least $500. 

“Subsidy Publisher” means any publisher that publishes books in which the 

author participates in the costs of production in any manner, including 

publisher assessment of a fee or other costs for editing and/or distribution. This 

definition includes publishers who withhold or seek full or partial payment or 

reimbursement of publication or distribution costs before paying royalties, 

including payment of paper, printing, binding, production, sales or marketing 

costs. 

“Vanity Publisher” means any publisher whose authors exclusively promote 

and/or sell their own books and publishers whose business model and methods 

of publishing and distribution are primarily directed toward sales to the author, 

his/her relatives and/or associates. 

By 2012 the definitions were modified and there was no longer the references 

to vanity or subsidy publishers, although the implication is still there. RWA 

was actively struggling with the concept of self-publishing. And they were 

getting a lot of pressure to open the RITA program to self-published books. 

Notice that the last sentence specifically denies self-published entries. 



“Eligible Novel” means a work of Romance Fiction of at least 40,000 words (as 

determined by computer word count) that is offered for sale in a readable or 

audio format to the general public by a publisher for which the author receive 

payment as stipulated in a written contract for a publisher, and for which the 

author does not participate in the costs of production in any manner, including 

but not limited to publisher assessment of a fee or other costs for editing, 

preparation, and/or distribution. A novel does not qualify if the publisher 

withholds or seeks full or partial payment or reimbursement of publication or 

distribution costs before paying royalties, including payment of paper, printing, 

binding, production, sales or marketing costs. The work must not be exclusively 

promoted and/or sold by the author or have distribution that is primarily 

directed toward sales to the author, his/her relatives and/or associates. The 

work must not be self-published. 

(“Eligible Novella” was virtually identical except the length was 20,000-40,000 

words) 

Finally, in 2014 the doors were opened to self-published works! Here is a bit 

of the requirements from then. It is interesting to note that the reference to 

fan fiction only appeared that one year. 

• Not have been previously available as fan-fiction. 

• Be submitted in print book format, complete with copyright page, 

authorized by the publisher, with perfect or case binding and printing on 

both sides of the page. Text and formatting must be identical to published 

version. For purposes of self-published works, the author is the publisher. 

Here is an analysis of the numbers of self-published books that were finalists 

since self-published works were allowed: 

 2014  5 

 2015  14 

 2016  12 

 2017  11 

 2018  24 

 2019  22 



  First self-published RITA winner – 2013 Romantic Suspense 

 

In our last lesson we will consider some of the current issues facing romance 

publishing and RWA. And we will look into the future of romance novels. 


