
After the craziness of the 1980s the publishers became a little smarter and a 

lot more cautious. The more reliable imprints stayed put and continued to 

produce books that readers wanted. However, the publishers were far more 

careful before introducing new imprints or new types of romance novels. The 

competitive environment of the 1980s calmed down and publishers took the 

time to really examine what the readers were looking for. A publisher often 

took two or three years before making any big changes. As a result the 1990s 

were quite a bit more stable. 

FIRST BOOK 

The first addition to the RITA categories occurred in 1990 when RWA added 

the “Best First Book” category. This category has continued without 

interruption since then, but the criteria for the category has changed over the 

years. In 1990 and 1991 the category description read: 

Any novel that meets contest eligibility requirements – whether series, single-
title, contemporary, historical, etc. – that is the author’s first published book-
length work of fiction. These novels would all be eligible for other categories, but 
may be entered in this category instead. No entry in this category may be 
entered in any other category. 

 It was interesting that an author would have to choose to enter their book in 

the First Book competition OR another category. 

By 1993 they changed their mind on this issue: 

Any novel that meets contest eligibility in any of the published division 
categories, and which is the author’s first published book-length work of fiction. 
Although the book would be eligible for other award categories, it may also be 
entered in Best First Book within the same award year. 

In 1995 they added the sentence: 

If entered by a writing team, the book must be the first book-length work of 

fiction for both/all members of the team. 

In 1996 The criteria was changed so that the book HAD to be entered in 

another category and it has continued that way until today. I have always been 

a little bothered by the word “Best” which is only used regularly by RWA for 

this category. Aren’t all the categories designed to select the “best” of that 



category? Actually, I don’t like the word “best” much, in any sense. The book 

that is chosen the winner does not necessarily represent the “best” of 

anything. It was chosen to represent an outstanding example of writing for 

that category. Please feel free to comment on this. 

  The first Best First Book winner in 1990. 

PARANORMAL ROMANCE 

The next addition to the RITA awards came in 1992 when the paranormal 

category was introduced. These books really needed a new category since 

they didn’t fit in any of the others. This has been a controversial category 

which has undergone many changes over the years. The main problem is that 

this category encompasses three or four different subgenres and the leaders 

of the different subgenres are not always sure they want to be together.  

In simple language, fictional books fall into two groups: realistic and 

imaginary. The realistic books follow the laws of science and nature that we 

know to be true for our world. Imaginary or fantasy books include elements 

that we do not know or consider to be factual in our world. The four 

imaginary subgenres are: 

• Futuristic (science fiction) romance. These books deal with the world or 

worlds imagined in the future. They usually include space travel and 

may include dystopian worlds of the future. Think a romance set in Star 

Trek or Star Wars. 

• Fantasy romance. Books set in an imaginary world. These often have 

historical elements, but do not seem to fit into any known historical 

period. The books may have fairies, trolls, and elements of magic. Think 

a romance set in Lord of the Rings or Game of Thrones. 



• Paranormal romance. Books that include creatures or situations that are 

not real. These may be historical, but most often they are contemporary. 

These books may include vampires, shapeshifters, or any number of 

imaginary characters that the authors can dream up. Think Twilight. 

• Time travel romance. Characters may shift forward or back in time. 

Think Outlander. 

As you can see this is a lot of ground to cover in one large group. But each 

subgenre wouldn’t be large enough to be a separate category. From 1992-

1994 the category was called “Futuristic/Fantasy/Paranormal Romance” and 

the initial description was: 

Novels in which the element of either the future, a fantasy world or paranormal 
happenings figure prominently in the story. These may be single title releases or 
books published within established category romance lines fitting other award 
category descriptions. 

By 1996 the name of the category was simplified to “Paranormal Romance” 
and the description changed to: 

(Time Travel/Futuristic/Fantasy/Paranormal) Romantic novels in which either 
the future, a fantasy world or paranormal happenings are a major element of 
the plot. They may be single title releases or books published within established 
category romance lines fitting other category descriptions. The word count for 
these novels, based on publishers’ guidelines, is a minimum of 50,000 words. 

In 1998 the word count was lowered to 40,000 words. 

A lot of people think that the Twilight books and movies started the whole 
craze, but they didn’t appear until 2006. Granted, the earlier paranormal 
books were a little different than today. The paranormal RITA finalists and 
winners in the 1990s mostly centered around time travel, ghosts, and angels 
with some futuristic books thrown in. Dragonfly in Amber by Diana Gabaldon 
was a finalist in 1993. 

 



One element of paranormal books that is critical is worldbuilding. The author 
must create a world complete with its limits and parameters. The world must 
be understood by the reader and the characters must fit appropriately in it. 
Publishers quickly realized that readers loved entering these worlds through 
the books and that the books readers liked the best usually had the most 
developed worlds.  

Some early Paranormal RITA winners: 

             

In the next lesson we will continue through the 1990s and look at 

Inspirational romances. 


