Nonpartisan vs. Partisan Elections
North Carolina law permits cities, towns, and villages to use either partisan elections or any one of three versions of nonpartisan elections.  In partisan elections, candidates run as nominees of specific political parties or as independents.  Each political party selects its nominees in primary elections restricted to voters registered as affiliated with that political party.  In nonpartisan elections, the candidates’ party affiliation is not listed on the ballot and the political parties generally don’t provide support for the candidates.  This form of election emerged during the Progressive Era as a way to remove politics from city administration (Davidson and Fraga, 1988).
Possible effects of choosing either partisan or nonpartisan elections
Election issues
Party labels can be a quick way for voters to identify candidates who share their policy preferences.   For example, Schaffner, Streb, and Wright (2001) suggest that voters may not always be highly involved and informed and may therefore use party labels as an indicator of a candidate’s policy preferences.  They write that “Party labels, in this perspective, provide important cognitive information.  They convey generally accurate policy information about candidates and their low cost 
and accessibility help voters to reach reasonable decisions (Aldrich 1995).  It follows, then, that taking party labels away in nonpartisan elections and thereby raising the costs of information about candidates for voters, nonpartisan elections would make voting more difficult and thereby undermine the potential for popular control.” 


Some suggest, though, that the issues that divide political parties are irrelevant to municipal elections.  This notion is suggested by the old saying that “There’s not a Republican or Democratic way to fill a pot-hole.”
As a related point, partisan elections sometimes inject national political issues into local races.  Some suggest that nonpartisan elections are important to avoid having these national political issues play a role in local government elections.  The main political parties, these people suggest, are primarily identified with these national issues.  
Election fundraising
With partisan elections the parties may be involved in fundraising, which might ease the burden on individual candidates to solicit campaign contributions.

Voter turnout
Attachment to a political party may motivate people to vote.  Schaffner, Streb, and Wright (2001) cite research that “…party identification is a, or even the central component of voter decision making.  As an effective attachment, it motivates individuals to participate as a display of party support.”  Thus, nonpartisan elections may have lower turnout than partisan elections.

Election outcomes
Nonpartisan elections may give an edge to incumbent candidates.  Schaffner, Streb and Wright (2001) explain: “Indeed, incumbency is the obvious and, in many cases, the only low cost cue available to voters in nonpartisan elections.”

Nonpartisan elections may help candidates who are members of whichever political party is the minority party because it reduces the stigma of belonging to or voting for the minority party (Welch and Bledsoe, 1986).
Research suggests that nonpartisan elections may favor Republicans.  There are several reasons for this outcome:

1. Welch and Bladsoe (1986) cite research suggesting that while political parties do not support candidates during nonpartisan elections, other groups which generally favor Republicans (i.e. a Chamber of Commerce) may support candidates.  Lascher (1991), however, cites a Democratic candidate who received support from an environmental group and Welch and Bledsoe (1986) suggest that community groups that tend to support Democratic candidates have also emerged.
2. Without party support, candidates may need to spend their own resources to create name recognition, and because Republican candidates tend to be wealthier, they may therefore benefit from nonpartisan elections.  In addition, Welch and Bledsoe (1986) found that nonpartisan, at-large elections favor Republicans.  This advantage is likely related to the increased cost of raising name awareness in an at-large election as compared to a district election.
3. If in fact nonpartisan elections have lower turnout, wealthier voters, who tend to vote Republican, are more likely to vote (Welch and Bledsoe, 1986).  Lascher (1991), however, examined county supervisor elections in California and found that there was better turnout for supervisor elections than for the U.S. presidential elections in 1980 and 1984.  It should be noted, though, that county supervisor elections in California are held at the same time as state and federal elections
Parties in nonpartisan elections

Welch and Bledsoe (1986) suggest that some cities that are legally nonpartisan are in reality very partisan, with political parties actively involved in campaigns.  In addition, Davidson and Fraga (1988) highlight slating groups in four Texas cities and argue that these groups essentially function as de-facto political parties in nonpartisan elections.
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