
Commonwealth Edison’s Federal 
Dividend Coupon System 

by Loren Gatch 
Introduction 

While the legacy of Samuel Insull (1859-1938) 
remains forever tainted by the financial collapse of his 
utilities empire in 1932, the British-born Chicago 
business figure played a major role in the 
electrification American industry, and indeed in the 
emergence of our modern consumer society. After 
becoming head of Chicago (later, Commonwealth) 
Edison in 1892, Insull pioneered the business 
expansion strategy that, over the next four decades, put 
Chicago as the “Electric City” at the global forefront 
in the use of electricity at work, for travel, and in the 
home. 

A protégé of Thomas Alva Edison, Insull was not 
himself an inventor. He was nonetheless an innovative 
leader, risk taker and organizational genius who 
grasped and exploited a fundamental insight into the 
economics of electricity generation. Insull recognized 
that the power business promised economies of scale 
that linked increasing electricity demand to ever-lower 
per unit production costs. The key to exploiting this 
potential of electricity, he saw, lay in the relentless 
expansion of power output from a central source. In 

addition to adopting new generation technologies, 
production efficiency entailed absorbing competitors 
within a given service area to the point where a single 
provider enjoyed a natural monopoly operating under 
government regulation. Achieving this required 
recognizing the demand for electricity as a critical 
driver of the expansion process. 

Though the benefits of an electrified world seem 
self-evident today, at the end of the 19th century 
Americans had to be educated into the virtues of the 
new energy source. After achieving early successes in 
electrifying industry and adding Chicago’s streetcar 
and elevated railways as customers, Insull’s 
Commonwealth Edison (or “ComEd”) embarked on 
the project of signing up the hundreds of thousands of 
Chicago households for its electricity service. 

The benefits of electric lighting were only the 
beginning. Insull appreciated that consumer demand 
generated from the use of numerous new electrical 
appliances improved the company’s “load factor” by 
increasing the use of electricity, especially during off-
peak times. Each iron, vacuum cleaner, dishwasher or 
toaster in operation added to electricity demand, in this 
way feeding into lower unit production costs and thus 
lower electricity rates for all customers.  

A part of ComEd’s demand strategy was its own 
marketing of consumer appliances and electrical 
accessories through outlets called “Edison Electric 
Shops.” In addition to serving as retail establishments, 
Electric Shops also had cashier’s windows where 
customers could pay their electricity bills and arrange 
repair and installation services. One aspect of this 
marketing strategy was its use of the Federal Dividend 
Coupon System. Though similar to other arrangements 
at the time, such as that of United Cigar or Sperry & 
Hutchinson, ComEd’s use of premium coupons was 
different in that the company sought to encourage 
appliance purchases not primarily to make a profit on 
their sale, but for the subsequent demands for 
electricity that they represented. 

This article describes the features of the Federal 
Dividend Coupon System, its range of denominations, 
and the ways in which it contributed to ComEd’s 
evolving efforts to improve its “load factor.” 

The Edison Electric Shop and Federal Coupons 
In the first decade of the twentieth century, the 

nascent electricity industry confronted a classic 

Samuel Insull, electricity magnate 
Source: Wikipedia 
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problem typical of any capital-intensive enterprise. 
Where was the demand that would justify expensive 
upfront investments in electricity generation capacity? 
Like other energy entrepreneurs, Insull sought to 
expand his business both horizontally (absorbing 
competitors) and vertically (bringing electricity into 
the home). A key innovation was his adoption of the 
metered billing system, which priced electricity 
according to whether it was used during low- or high-
demand times.  

Signing up households entailed marketing to 
consumers new products that would consume power. 
In the early twentieth century, this meant selling 
Americans on the benefits of an electrified world. 
Electric lighting itself seemed self-justifying, as did 
some other applications. Who wouldn’t prefer 
cleaning a carpet with an electric vacuum, as opposed 
to dragging the thing outside, and laboriously beating 
it? Similarly, using electric irons on clothing seemed 
unambiguously superior to heating irons on the 
kitchen stove, particularly during the uncomfortable 
summer months.  

In other respects, though, the benefits of electrical 
appliances might not have been obvious, and ComEd’s 
publicity sought to educate the public into what it was 
missing. In these early years, Insull published his own 
magazine, Electric City, whose contents showcased 
the new technology. A ComEd truck loaded with 
10,000 electric irons trundled through Chicago 
neighborhoods, offering the devices at no money 
down in exchange for signing up for electricity 
service. The company also mounted a traveling 
exhibition called the “Electric Cottage”, in which an 
entire house equipped with the latest conveniences 
was towed around for public viewing. Endorsements 
by celebrities, such as the vaudeville star Trixie 
Fraganza, somehow sought to impart glamour to 
electric appliances. 

In 1909, the company opened the first Edison 
Electric Shop at Michigan Avenue and Jackson 
Boulevard, a decidedly high-rent location. Pitched to 
an upscale clientele, the Electric Shop’s sumptuous 
displays ranged from lamps and domestic appliances 
on the ground floor to lathes, drill punches, and other 
industrial equipment in basement showrooms. The 
new store aimed not merely to generate sales, but to 
awaken aspirations as well, serving to educate the 

public into the benefits and conveniences of the 
new electrical products for which markets simply 
did not yet exist.   

In 1915, the Edison Electric Shop relocated 
nearby to 72 West Adams, where it remained for 
decades. As other branches of the Edison Electric 
Shop were opened up around the city, the 
downtown Loop address henceforth served as the 
flagship of the utility’s appliance marketing 

operation. The following year ComEd sought to 
bolster its sales by introducing a premium program 

Bringing electricity to the masses (Source: Platt 1991). 

The glamour of electricity (Sources: Hogan 1986; Platt 1991). 

The Edison Electric Shop in 1909 (Source: 
Electrical World 1909). 
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using Federal Dividend Coupons, administered by the 
Federal Profit-Sharing Co., which was housed at the 
same West Adams location.  These coupons were 
given out in the form of trading stamps, one for each 
five-cent purchase at participating merchants. The 
stamps had to be pasted into books of 960, which the 
company redeemed for one dollar when purchasing 
any item at the Electric Shop. 

Since it took nearly $50 in expenditures to 
accumulate 960 stamps/coupons, the premium 
represented a straight 2% discount on Electric Shop 
purchases. The premium catalog associated with the 
plan priced items both in terms of coupons and the 
cash equivalent. This was not a particularly generous 
deal, compared to similar plans of the time. But since 
the Federal Profit-Sharing Co. was not an independent, 
third-party premium marketing company, but an 
affiliate of the power utility, a number of the plan’s 
features reflected ComEd’s overarching goal of 
increasing electricity demand. 

First, retail merchants giving the coupons out had 
to be themselves customers of Federal Sign System, a 
ComEd affiliate, meaning that they rented commercial 
signs, and bought the electricity to illuminate them, 
from ComEd. Customers accumulated coupons not 
just from participating retailers, but from the utility 
itself. Every month, customers received in the mail 
with their electric bills an enclosed advertising 
certificate that could be taken to any Edison Electric 

Shop and exchanged for thirty coupons. If a person 
paid their bill at the main Electric Shop on West 
Adams, they received an additional certificate worth 
ten coupons.  

In addition to purchases at participating retailers, 
when customers bought appliances at any Electric 
Shop, they received coupons at the same rate of one 
for every five-cent purchase. ComEd further 
encouraged consumer purchases, particularly of more 
expensive items, by allowing customers to pay in 
installments that were folded into their monthly utility 
bills. These installment payments also earned 
customers additional coupons at the same rate of one 
coupon for every five cents spent. Conversely, in 
making their installment payments, customers were 
allowed to apply their coupons only up to half the 
amount of the itemized monthly amounts. 

Sometime by the mid-1920s, two changes to 
ComEd’s premium program took place. First, the 
company shifted away from using trading stamps 
(which it had nonetheless been calling “coupons”) to 
scrip-like notes printed on 2 x 4 inch slips of safety 
paper. These resembled the advertising inserts that 
ComEd had been including in its monthly bills to 
customers. While the color and size of these notes 
varied according to denomination, each was nicely 
ornamented, with an obverse featuring elaborate 
scrollwork, the logo which had previously appeared on 
the stamps (a capital “F” combined with a lightning 
bolt), a serial number, reference to its redemption at 
the Commonwealth Edison Electric Shop, and the 
printed cursive signature of the Federal Profit Sharing 
Company. The overall arrangement looked not 
dissimilar to the coupons used by other outfits at the 
time like United Cigar, United Profit Sharing, or 
Mutual Coupon Corp. The back of each Federal 
coupon looked nothing like the front, instead carrying 
a mix of advertisements for some appliance available 

This advertising certificate worth 30 coupons came with
customers’ bills. As with all Federal coupons and
certificates, the back of this note advertised a product
available in the Electric Shops. 

Customers earned this certificate worth 10 coupons by 
paying their bills in person at an Electric Shop. 
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at an Edison Electric Shop, as in the thirty-coupon 
example shown above. 

While sticking hundreds of small stamps into a 
booklet might have been feasible, it was not practical 

to accumulate and carry around similar numbers of the 
new, larger coupons, especially if it took nearly 1,000 
of them to secure a mere one dollar in additional 
purchasing power. Accordingly, the premium plan 
expanded its denominational range to include 
“certificates”, one certificate being equal to twenty 
coupons. While certificate denominations were similar 
in design to coupon denominations, they were 
somewhat larger (2 ½ x 4 ¾ inches). The four corners 
of all coupon and certificate denominations expressed 
the cents and dollar purchase amount that they 
represented. These ranged from 5¢, 10¢, 25¢, 50¢, (on 
one-, two-, five-, and ten-coupon notes) to $5.00 (on a 
five-certificate note). In keeping with the underlying 
redemption formula, this meant that a customer 
bringing in to the local Electric Shop ten of the five-
certificate notes had spent $50 in U.S. funds to 
accumulate them, and then would get a $1 discount on 
the price of an appliance.  

In terms of the price relations that prevailed in the 
1920s, this represented a real, albeit modest, consumer 
incentive. ComEd could, and did, sweeten the terms 
through specific promotions. Thus, a 1926 newspaper 

ad offered 10,000 coupons (500 certificates) along 
with the purchase of a Federal washing machine ($5 
down, the rest payable in monthly installments on the 
utility bill).  According to an undated Federal premium 
catalog, the cheapest Sunbeam iron could be had for 
168 certificates, or a Westinghouse table fan for 325 
certificates. This suggests that Commonwealth Edison 
was basically giving away a small appliance or two 
when customers purchased a more expensive item 
whose retail price, depending upon the model, ranged 
from $150 to $200. 

On occasion, the offers could be much more 
generous. Each of the advertising certificates enclosed 

with customers’ monthly electric bills bore a serial 
number, and ComEd regularly gave away washing 
machines to those lucky recipients possessing 
certificates bearing the numbers chosen by the 
company. 

Finally, at some point after 1925 another change 
took place in the entity administering ComEd’s 
premium plan. Instead of the Federal Profit Sharing 
Company, the Federal Merchandise Company, located 

These coupons, signed by the Federal Profit Sharing 
Co., differed only in color and denomination. 

Washing the dishes with a Federal appliance for $5 down. 
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at 140 South Dearborn Street, took over as the plan’s 
agent. Its signature appeared henceforth on the range 
of coupons and certificates issued under the premium 
plan. Although their precise relationship within 
Commonwealth Edison’s corporate structure remains 
unclear, the common word “Federal” in all three 
company names—Federal Sign, Federal Profit 
Sharing, and Federal Merchandise—as well as the 
existence of a line of Federal (and possibly “Fedelco”) 
appliances regularly advertised by the utility—
suggests that Federal was an in-house brand marketed 
and perhaps even manufactured by the larger utility. 

All of these features of The Federal Dividend 
Coupon plan were meant to both encourage appliance 

purchases at Edison Electric Shops and the 
consumption of Commonwealth Edison electricity. 
While expanding its own retail sales footprint, the 
utility strove to maintain a cooperative relationship 
with a wider network of independent dealer-
contractors across the Chicago area who also sold 
appliances and other electrical supplies. These local 
dealers also redeemed monthly advertising certificates 
for coupons. More importantly, they worked on 
commission selling appliances, arranging the 
installment and deferred payment plans that would 
appear on customers’ utility bills. 

How much of a difference Commonwealth 
Edison’s coupon plan specifically made is impossible 
to say with any precision. At its launch in 1916, 
Federal Profit Sharing announced its intention to offer 
its premium plan nationwide. This expansion never 
took place, though Federal coupons were used 
throughout Chicagoland and were advertised in 
markets as far away as Battle Creek, Michigan. More 
commonly, electricity providers around the country 

adopted portions of ComEd’s marketing strategies, 
either in direct imitation (ComEd was regularly lauded 
for them in the trade press) or simply because the ideas 
made inherent sense.  

In any event, the growth of Commonwealth 
Edison’s electricity output in these decades was 

spectacular, as was the diffusion of consumer 
appliances. Sales at the main Electric Shop quadrupled 
in the first five years of its operation. The distribution 
of coupons by on-site cashiers was said to have 
boosted its traffic to between 4,000 and 5,000 people 
a day.  

America’s abbreviated entry into the European 
war in 1917 resulted in some spectacular coal 
shortages that temporarily crimped the utility’s 
expansion strategy. With the return to peacetime, 
however, the electrification of Chicago proceeded 
rapidly, and in an increasingly democratic fashion as 
service was extended to ever-larger swathes of the 
population. Electrical appliances that reduced the 
drudgery of domestic work became accessible, and 
affordable, to a much broader range of Chicagoans. 

By the mid-1920s, Chicago was distinctive for 
having the highest per-capita electricity consumption 
in the world. Some appliances were in more 
widespread use than others. In 1929, the company’s 
own survey data revealed that only electric irons and 
vacuum cleaners were ubiquitous in households across 
socio-economic status. In working-class homes, about 
half of families had a radio and barely a tenth a 
refrigerator.  

In other respects, the company’s marketing 
efforts fell completely flat. Insull devoted considerable 
resources to promoting electric cars and even an 
electric taxi service, but to no avail. Likewise, electric 
heating never made serious inroads into a market more 
cheaply serviced by natural gas.  By the end of the 
1920s, Chicago was an electrified city, even if the 
diffusion of appliances was still vastly uneven. 

The Edison Electric Shop itself, which began in 
1909 as an elegant showcase catering to affluent 

Larger in size than coupons, these certificates bear the 
signature of the Federal Merchandise Company. 

This coupon from a Massachusetts utility is quite 
similar to Commonwealth Edison’s. 
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downtown shoppers, through its multiplying branches 
throughout the city signaled that the benefits of 
electricity were within reach of middle and working 
class Chicagoans as well. Even though the financial 
collapse of 1929 brought down Samuel Insull’s paper 
empire, the underlying electricity business was more 
resilient in the face of the economic downturn. The 
most visible change to appliance marketing during the 
1930s was in the product mix itself, as a flood of 
inexpensive radios provided a more affordable form of 
entertainment for cash-strapped families than going to 
movie theaters. 

Federal coupons remained in use until 1938, the 
year of Insull’s death, when on April 30 the utility 
announced through newspapers that all coupons and 
certificates without an expiration date had to be 
redeemed by the end of the year. Those that did bear 
the expiration date of December 31st, 1940 remained 
valid until then. This deadline brought to an end The 
Federal Dividend Coupon System. The Edison 
Electric Shops themselves remained in business until 
1963, when the last one closed. By then, the wide 
variety of retail outlets available for electrical 
appliances made the institution of the Electric Shop 
obsolete. 
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