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What makes a book a romance novel?
1. A happy ending, also known as a HEA (happily ever after)
2. A central love story

A book must have both to be a romance. That’s why these are not romances:
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Are romance novels for teens?
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Romance? Erotica? Erotic romance?
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Genre Happily ever after? Central love story? Sexual content?

Romance Yes Yes Optional

Erotic romance Yes Yes Explicit sexual 
content that 
advances the plot

Erotica Probably not Probably not Lots of explicit 
sexual content
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Vivian Stephens, a romance editor, 
founded the Romance Writers of 

America in 1980. RWA is now 9,500 
members strong with 140 chapters 
throughout the world. RWA hosts 

and annual conference and a series 
of awards for romance writing. www.rwa.org
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History of the Genre
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Early Influences

1813 1847 1972
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Twentieth Century (American)

1961 1972 1995
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Why read romance? 

Emotion-filled story

Character development (Those sassy heroines! Those brooding heroes!)

Focus on the relationship

Escape (Don’t let anyone tell you that’s bad)

Satisfying sexy times

And of course, a happily ever after
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Romance readers are:

Female: 82%
Male: 18%
Average age of the romance reader: 35–39 years old
Ethnicity: 73% White/Caucasian, 12% Black/African American, 7% 
Latino/Hispanic, and 4% Asian/Asian American.
Sexual orientation: 86% heterosexual or straight; 9%  bisexual, 
pansexual, or other bi+ identity; 2% gay or lesbian. 

Romance leads all other adult genres in sales

From "The Romance Book Buyer 2017: A Study by NPD Book for Romance Writers of America."
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Reading romance as a feminist endeavor
Romance is generally written by women, for women.

Concern with:

Personal agency

Womens’ pleasure

Gender equity

Personal fulfillment within a healthy relationship

And increasingly…CONSENT ON THE PAGE
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The romance genre has undergone remarkable changes in the past 30 
years. Romance readers give a variety of reasons for why they love the 
genre: It's empowering, it's an escape, it explores the complexities of 
relationships in ways that cause them to reflect deeply on their own lives. 
Incidentally, they're the least cynical people you'll meet, and that makes 
them especially wonderful — necessary, actually — in this day and age. It 
is never a romance novel if it condones or normalizes abuse or makes a 
woman less than she is.

Lisa Kleypas

Washington Post, Dec 8, 2017

https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/books/hillary-you-are-a-romance-novel-heroine/2017/12/08/64bac658-dc2e-11e7-b1a8-62589434a581_story.html?utm_term=.61cc40693709
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But it’s so emotional and formulaic!

Genre, as a rule, is formulaic
Horror and Suspense are 
emotionally driven genres
Mystery and Fantasy rely on 
tropes and formulas
Tropes/themes can help a 
reader find their book
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NoveList Themes
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C
ha

ra
ct

er
s Best friend’s sibling

Childhood sweethearts

Enemies to lovers

Famous flings

For richer for poorer

Friends to lovers

Opposites attract

Second chance at romance

Together again
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Enemies to Lovers
There is a thin line between love and hate in these stories where the 
characters start out as adversaries but end up romantically attached.
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Se
tti

ng

Home again

Love abroad

Love in a small town

New in town

Snowbound & stranded

Workplace romance
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Love Abroad
A travel adventure leads to everlasting love.
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Childhood sweethearts

Captive hearts

Fake relationship

Love in disguise

Marriage of convenience

No strings attached

Once upon a time

Unforgettable love

Pl
ot
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Fake Relationship
What begins as a pretense ends in a happily-ever-after.
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Fast-
paced

Amusing

Moody

Explicit

Likeable

Steamy

Quirky

Banter-
filled

Well-
developed

Strong 
female

Upbeat

Spirited

Witty

Heartwarming

Brooding

Chaste

Mildly 
sensuous
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Romance Subgenres
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Timeframe

Contemporary Regency Medieval Victorian
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Characters or Events

Multicultural LGBTQIA Holiday Sports
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Genreblends

Romantic Suspense Time Travel Paranormal Gothic
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RA Romance Conversations
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“How spicy do you prefer your romance?”
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“Do you have any favorite tropes?”
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“Who’s your favorite romance author?”
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“Do you like romance novels?”
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Popular Series
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Historical Series

Bridgertons The Wallflowers The Loyal League Spindle Cove
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Contemporary Romance Series

Marked Men Winston Bros Chicago Stars Troubleshooters
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Paranormal Romance Series

Charley Davidson The Black Dagger Brotherhood Immortals After Dark Fever
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Romantic Suspense Series

I-Team In Death Cutler, Sutter & Salinas
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Awards 

The Rita Award is the most 
prominent award in romance 
fiction. It is presented by 
Romance Writers of America 
and awards books in 13 
romance categories.
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Romance Starter Pack

Representative of genre 

Well-reviewed

Wide appeal

Stand-alone or series starter

Available on audio
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Own Voices

Ability diverse heroine

Multicultural cast of characters

Explicitly erotic

Fake relationship

The Kiss Quotient
by Helen Hoang (2018)
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Paranormal

Steamy

Rich world-building

Action-packed

Slave to Sensation 
by Nalini Singh (2006)
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Romantic comedy

Witty banter

Enemies to lovers

Australian setting

Likeable characters

The Hating Game
by Sally Thorne (2016)
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Culturally diverse cast

Rich detail

Well-crafted dialogue

Underground Railroad

Indigo 
by Beverly Jenkins (1996)
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LGBTQIA romance

For richer, for poorer

Love in disguise

Regency setting

Witty

The Lawrence Browne Affair 
by Cat Sebastian (2017)
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NoveList Resources
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Genre outlines Keeping up pages Recommended reads lists
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Genre browse
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For readers who have read it all...
I’ve read 

it all!



Try… Beta Males! 

Sweet Spicy Virgin Hero Mr. Nice Guy



Try Novellas...

Reluctant Royals LegionnairesThe Worth Saga stand alone novella



Try Humorous Romance...

Contemporary Historical Paranormal Inspirational
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LGBTQIA on the rise!



57

Own Voices
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Mainstream-ification



59

Books we can’t wait to read 
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September 24, 2019 at 2pm Eastern
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Questions? 
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Thank you
Learn more at 

ebscohost.com/novelist & libraryreads.org
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Thank you
Learn more at 

ebscohost.com/novelist & libraryreads.org


