
	  

	  

GCLS Award Category Descriptions and Judging Guidelines 
 
Content in GCLS Award categories must include significant lesbian characters and/or themes 
and meet one of the following criteria: (1) the main character identifies as a lesbian; (2) the main 
character is or ends up in a lesbian relationship; or (3) the theme or plot deals with lesbian 
issues or lesbian life. 
 
****************************************************************************** 
 
I. POETRY (must have at least six entries to be judged) 
 
Poetry  
Includes single or multi-author collections of poetry.  

Judging Guidelines: In this category, the poems are about lesbian issues, experiences, 
and lives.  
 

II. NONFICTION (categories will be combined if either has fewer than six entries; 
combined category must have at least six entries to be judged) 

 
Anthologies/Collections: Nonfiction (must have at least six entries to be judged 
separately or combined with General Nonfiction) 
Includes individual and/or multi-author nonfiction collections such as short-form memoirs, 
creative nonfiction, essays, humor, commentary, and short stories, excluding Poetry and 
Erotica.  

Judging Guidelines: In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, 
and lives. 

 
General Nonfiction (must have at least six entries to be judged separately or combined 
with Anthologies/Collections: Nonfiction) 
This branch of literature comprises works of narrative prose dealing with or offering opinions or 
conjectures upon facts and reality. Includes humor, commentary, travel writing, historical 
accounts, personal narrative, memoirs, and biography.  

Judging Guidelines: In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, 
and lives.  

 
III. EROTICA (must have at least six entries to be judged) 
 
Erotica 
Includes erotic anthologies/collections and erotic novels that contain a high level of sexual 
content, especially stories about sexual interaction. For each piece in an erotic 
anthology/collection, sex must be the inherent focus of the story. For erotic novels, sex must be 
an inherent part of the plot, narrative and character growth and couldn't be removed without 
damaging the storyline. 

Judging Guidelines: In this category, sexual interactions are central to the work, though 
stories may contain elements of other subgenres (such as romance, paranormal, 
historical, etc.). The works are about lesbian issues, experiences, and lives. 

To be eligible for Debut Novel, novels entered in the Erotica category must be at 



	  

	  

least 40,000 words. As final word counts can vary from those initially submitted by an 
author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 

 
IV. FICTION: ANTHOLOGIES/COLLECTIONS (must have at least six entries to be 
judged) 
 
Anthologies/Collections: General Fiction 
Includes individual and/or multi-author fiction collections and/or short stories of any genre that 
may cover a large variety of topics, excluding Poetry and Erotica.  

Judging Guidelines: In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, 
and lives. 
 

V. FICTION: NOVELS (entries must be at least 40,000 words to be eligible for judging) 
 
Contemporary Romance: Long Novels (Contemporary Romance categories may be 
combined and recalculated annually, depending on number of entries and word count) 
Romance novels which focus primarily on the romantic relationship of the two main characters. 
In this category, the love story is the main focus of the novel. There may be secondary story 
lines (drama, humor, coming out, family dynamics, etc.) but the romance is the main story line. 
Romances must have a happy or hopeful ending. 

Judging guidelines: In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, 
and lives. Current word counts for this category are: 85,001 or more words (plus or minus 
2%, as final word counts can vary from those initially submitted by an author). 
 

Contemporary Romance: Mid-Length Novels (Contemporary Romance categories may be 
combined and recalculated annually, depending on number of entries and word count) 
Romance novels which focus primarily on the romantic relationship of the two main characters. 
In this category, the love story is the main focus of the novel. There may be secondary story 
lines (drama, humor, coming out, family dynamics, etc.) but the romance is the main story line. 
Romances must have a happy or hopeful ending. 

Judging guidelines: In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, 
and lives. Current word counts for this category are: 70,001 to 85,000 words (plus or 
minus 2%, as final word counts can vary from those initially submitted by an author). 
 

Contemporary Romance: Short Novels (Contemporary Romance categories may be 
combined and recalculated annually, depending on number of entries and word count) 
Romance novels which focus primarily on the romantic relationship of the two main characters. 
In this category, the love story is the main focus of the novel. There may be secondary story 
lines (drama, humor, coming out, family dynamics, etc.) but the romance is the main story line. 
Romances must have a happy or hopeful ending. 

Judging guidelines: In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, 
and lives. Current word counts for this category are: 40,000 to 70,000 words (plus or 
minus 2%, as final word counts can vary from those initially submitted by an author). 
 

Debut Novel (must have at least six entries to be judged) 
This category is for authors who have published their first novel during the time period covered 
by this awards cycle. Academic books, anthologies/collections, poetry, and works of nonfiction 



	  

	  

are not eligible for the debut novel award.  
Judging Guidelines: In the event an author published multiple titles during the 
nomination period, the FIRST published novel must be the one nominated for this 
category. In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, and lives. 

To be eligible, entries must be at least 40,000 words. As final word counts can 
vary from those initially submitted by an author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 
 

General Fiction (must have at least six entries to be judged) 
Novels that fall into the general fiction category may straddle so many genres that it’s hard to 
place them in any specific one. Examples include: a science fiction, fantasy, or romance that 
has strong elements of comedy and action and adventure; a dramatic or comedic story for which 
a romance is not the primary arc; a love story with an unfulfilled romantic arc; coming out 
stories; character studies; or fresh genres not included in other categories.  

Judging Guidelines: In this category, the works are about lesbians, but do not focus 
primarily on romance and/or sex, though those elements are often present. The works 
are about lesbian issues, experiences, and lives.  

To be eligible, entries must be at least 40,000 words. As final word counts can 
vary from those initially submitted by an author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 

 
Historical Fiction (must have at least six entries to be judged) 
The genre of literature comprised of narratives that take place in the past and are characterized 
chiefly by an imaginative reconstruction of historical events and personages. For purpose of the 
GCLS Awards, a novel classified as ‘Historical’ must be set primarily in a time period at least 
fifty years in the past.  

Judging guidelines: In this category, the historical elements must be part of the main 
plot/theme of the book. There can be romantic elements, but they are not necessarily the 
main focus. The works are about lesbian issues, experiences, and lives. 

To be eligible, entries must be at least 40,000 words. As final word counts can 
vary from those initially submitted by an author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 

 
Mystery/Thriller (must have at least six entries to be judged) 
Novels in which a mystery, puzzle, or search, particularly in the realm of crime, are central to the 
main plot. For mysteries, there generally would be sleuth(s) detecting, crime(s) committed, and 
a resolution to the mystery. Thrillers may include mystery elements as well as suspense, action, 
and/or searches and chases. When romance looms larger or as large as the mystery or thriller 
plot, the book belongs in the Romantic Suspense/ Intrigue/ Adventure category.  

Judging Guidelines: In this category, no love story or personal issues for the main 
character(s) ever constitute the main plot (though minor subplots of romance or personal 
issues may exist). The major focus is on solving crimes, catching criminals, saving the 
world, and the like. In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, and 
lives. 

To be eligible, entries must be at least 40,000 words. As final word counts can 
vary from those initially submitted by an author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 
 

Paranormal/Horror (must have at least six entries to be judged separately or combined 
with Science Fiction/Fantasy) 
Novels in which vampires or other creatures, ghosts, or some sort of paranormal happenings 
constitute a major part of the plot, or in which events of horror cause overwhelming feelings of 



	  

	  

fear, dread and shock.  
Judging Guidelines: In this category, paranormal and horror events are central. Though 
subplots of romance and drama may exist, the major focus does not have to be on love 
and romance. The works are about lesbian issues, experiences, and lives. 

To be eligible, entries must be at least 40,000 words. As final word counts can 
vary from those initially submitted by an author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 

 
Science Fiction/Fantasy (must have at least six entries to be judged separately or 
combined with Paranormal/Horror)  
Includes novels in which a significant element of the story does not now exist or never has 
existed – e.g., stories set in the future, imaginary worlds, and alternate histories. Stories can be 
set in the here and now, but with invented features – e.g., aliens living secretly among us.  

Judging Guidelines: In this category, futuristic and/or fantasy events are central. 
Though subplots of romance and drama may exist, the major focus does not have to be 
on love and romance. In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, experiences, 
and lives. 

To be eligible, entries must be at least 40,000 words. As final word counts can 
vary from those initially submitted by an author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 

 
Romantic Suspense/Intrigue/Adventure (must have at least six entries to be judged) 
These novels include two interwoven plot lines – a romance and a complex storyline of 
suspense, intrigue, and/or adventure. Focus may shift throughout the novel from the romance to 
the suspense/intrigue/adventure and back again. This category is not to be confused with the 
Mystery/Thriller category (where the main plot line is the mystery or thriller).  

Judging guidelines: The culmination of the storylines in these novels achieves an 
emotionally satisfying romantic arc and resolves issues of suspense, intrigue or 
adventure. Judging should not give undue weight to either the romance or the 
suspense/intrigue/adventure but consider both equally. Romances in this category must 
have a happy or hopeful ending. In this category, the works are about lesbian issues, 
experiences, and lives. 

To be eligible, entries must be at least 40,000 words. As final word counts can 
vary from those initially submitted by an author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 

 
Young Adult Fiction (must have at least six entries to be judged) 
This category is for any young adult novel, regardless of genre. The main focus of the plot must 
revolve around young adults and/or young adult issues. Young adult novels are defined as 
novels published for young adults that are recommended reading for ages 12 to 17.  

Judging guidelines: In this category, young adult themes are the focus of the novel. It 
can be romance, science fiction or any other genre, but must focus on the 12-17 age 
group. These novels do not necessarily have to take place in the present. The works are 
about lesbian issues, experiences, and lives. 

To be eligible, entries must be at least 40,000 words. As final word counts can 
vary from those initially submitted by an author, a 2% flexibility of 800 words is allowed. 
 


