New Jersey's fintech landscape undergoes transformation
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The financial technology (fintech) landscape in New Jersey is witnessing a significant transformation, spearheaded by initiatives aimed at bridging the gap between traditional finance and emerging technologies. George Calhoun, a finance professor at Stevens Institute of Technology and managing director of the Centre for Research toward Advancing Financial Technologies (CRAFT), reflects on the dramatic shift that has occurred over the past two decades. Speaking to ROI-NJ, he noted that the finance sector, once averse to technological integration, viewed itself as a technology laggard compared to industries like healthcare, which had fully embraced automation.
Calhoun highlighted that in the past, the finance industry had taken pride in maintaining manual processes, benefiting from high transaction fees associated with such practices. However, the scenario has evolved significantly, with New Jersey emerging as a focal point for fintech innovation, bolstered by institutions like Stevens and initiatives such as the NJ FINTECH Accelerator (NJ FAST).
Launched earlier this year and supported by the New Jersey Economic Development Authority alongside finance and insurance giant Prudential Financial, NJ FAST represents a public-private partnership aimed at accelerating fintech ventures in the state. The program kicked off in May, featuring an event attended by Governor Phil Murphy and other dignitaries. Following a competitive six-month selection process that narrowed down hundreds of submissions, NJ FAST proudly graduated its inaugural cohort, comprised of 14 startup teams, which included a mix of local startups and international entrepreneurs from Italy, Germany, and Sweden.
The program’s international reach can be attributed to its collaboration with California-based Plug and Play Tech Center, known for being one of the globe's most active startup investors. Tyler Lange, the centre's director of corporate partnerships, expressed optimism about New Jersey’s burgeoning fintech scene, explaining that the state has often been underestimated in the tech market landscape. Lange stated, “New Jersey in particular is maybe overlooked, not being one of the major, most-known tech markets. But it’s one of those, ‘If you build it, they will come’ scenarios.” His sentiment reflects a belief that the more opportunities for innovation and collaboration are created, the more the state’s fintech sector will thrive.
NJ FAST aims to offer a “soft landing” for fintech startups, facilitating a smoother transition for new entrepreneurs emerging from academic environments or larger corporations. As the initiative prepares to welcome additional cohorts in the upcoming year, Lange anticipates that the program's influence will expand, providing the necessary support and resources to nurture fintech enterprises.
Calhoun views NJ FAST as a potential model for similar initiatives in other technology sectors, including supply chain, security, and sustainability. While acknowledging significant advancements in the financial sector over the last two decades, he also pointed out persistent inefficiencies, such as the outdated processes involved in stock exchange transactions. He noted that the three-day lag time to complete a stock trade is an indication that the financial “plumbing” remains antiquated and in need of technological renewal. 
As New Jersey continues to enhance its reputation as a leader in fintech entrepreneurship, the combined efforts of academia, government, and the private sector are expected to foster a dynamic environment for innovation, attracting both local and international talents to the region.
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