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Have you ever noticed that the people closest to you can
trigger your biggest reactions?

A partner leaves the dishes in the sink.

A teenager rolls their eyes.

A coworker misses a deadline.

And suddenly you're not responding to what actually
happened. You're responding to a story about what it
means. That gap between the moment and the story is
where most relationship conflict actually lives.

What Is Mind-Body Bridging?

Mind-Body Bridging (MBB) is a therapeutic approach
developed by psychiatrist Stanley H. Block, M.D., and
Carolyn B. Block, drawing on psychology, neuroscience,
and mindfulness. It's built around the I-System, a mind-
body pattern in all of us that becomes overactive when our
sense of identity feels threatened, flooding us with mind
clutter and body tension.

MBB teaches a simple practice called RELACS to quiet
an overactive I-System: Recognize its signals, Label
the Requirement (the rigid "should" or "must") behind
them, and Come to your Senses to return to the present
moment. That shift, from an overactive I-System back to
a calm, capable state called Natural Functioning, is what
MBB calls the MBB Shift.

The Images We Carry Into Every
Conversation

Mind-Body Bridging describes this as the I-System
generating rigid Requirements, fixed rules and images of
how people should act, and measuring everyone against
them. "My partner should be more attentive." "My kids
should listen the first time." "My coworker should care as
much as I do." These feel like plain facts about how the
world ought to work, but they're really expectations tied
to identity, which is exactly why they sting so much when
they're not met. When someone doesn't match the image,
the I- System reacts as if a rule has been broken.

The Depressor shows up first with the sting: "they don't
respect me," "I'm not a priority," "I'm always the one who
has to compromise." Then the Fixer takes over, trying
to manage the discomfort by controlling the outcome:
overexplaining, pushing to be understood, replaying the
conversation to find the perfect argument. Frustration,
defensiveness, and blame follow almost automatically, and
the body tenses right along with the mind.

None of this makes you a bad partner, parent, or friend.
It makes you human. But it does mean the version of the
conversation happening in your head is often more rigid
than what's actually going on in front of you.

How It Shows Up Close to Home

With partners: keeping score, assuming the worst
intention behind a small mistake.

With kids: reacting to defiance instead of noticing your
own tension first.

With friends: reading silence or a short text as rejection.

At work: overexplaining yourself to be understood, or
shutting down instead of speaking up.

With family: replaying an old holiday argument the
moment a new one starts to brew.

A RELACS Pause, Mid-Conflict

You don't need a perfect script to change how a hard
conversation goes. You need a pause. RELACS breaks
that pause into three moves: RE, recognizing the reaction;
LA, labeling the Requirement behind it; and CS, coming to
your senses. Try it the next time you feel the tension rising:
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Recognize. Notice the tightness in your chest or jaw, the
urge to defend yourself or prove a point.

Label. Silently name the story: "I'm making this mean they
don't care." That's a Requirement, not a fact.

Come to your senses. Look at the actual person in front
of you, not the image of them. Notice their face, their
voice, the room you're actually in. Respond to who's there.

This small shift, from reacting to an image to responding
to a real person, is often enough to turn a fight into a
conversation. It works in romantic relationships, with
kids, with roommates, and at work, because the pattern
underneath is the same everywhere: an overactive I-
System replacing a real person with a rigid idea of them.

Ready to Bridge Closer to the
People You Love?

The I-System Institute's Bridges to Change program and
virtual workshops go deeper into these skills for couples,
families, and anyone looking to bring more calm into their
closest relationships. Free MBB Clinic sessions are also
available for those who want to start one-on-one.

You don't have to win every argument in your head to feel
closer to the people in your life. Sometimes it starts with
simply seeing them again.


