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The build time is too damn high!
● Crashes that repro only in prod 😡😡😡
● Build, test for crash, build, test for crash…

● But build time was 12-15 minutes. 🙀🙀🙀
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Has it always been this bad?
Hm. It used to be 8 minutes in 2020. But it's consistently 12 now.
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And how did we get to here?
●
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We thought we had optimised…
After all, CircleCI got us to 8 minutes with parallelism & test splitting.
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So why is it so bad?
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Two answers for slowness
● Amdahl's Law
● Data locality
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But the caches weren't the problem. This was.
300MB in cache is okay. 3GB in workspace is… not. (esp w/ gzip)
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Do we need to copy all that data?
No. Hell no.

● Everything deploys as containers now (we designed for raw VMs)
● Do we even need those intermediate artifacts?
● What if we built everything in one place?

Serial build & passing binaries between steps: terrible.

Introducing parallel build with Docker Bake.
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We all know Dockerfiles.
But each Docker build is independent.

Spinning up builders takes… a while.

Copying the cache takes even longer.

FROM golang:1.21 AS builder
COPY go.mod go.sum ./
RUN go mod download
COPY . .
RUN go build -o myapp
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Docker Bake allows composition.
Common tags,  repo settings,
and more.

group "example" {
  targets = ["api", "worker", "frontend"]
}

target "api" {
  dockerfile = "build/api.Dockerfile"
  tags = ["myapp/api:latest"]
}

target "worker" {
  inherits = ["api"]
  dockerfile = "build/worker.Dockerfile"
}

target "frontend" {
  dockerfile = "build/frontend.Dockerfile"
  cache-from = ["type=registry,ref=myapp/cache"]
}
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Docker Bake allows chaining.
Output of one as input to another.

target "poodle-js" {
  contexts = {
    src = "cmd/poodle"
  }
  args = {
    NODE_VERSION = NODE_VERSION
    BUILD_ID = BUILD_ID
  }
  dockerfile = "dockerfiles/poodle.Dockerfile"
}
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Docker Bake allows chaining.
Output of one as input to another.

target "doodle" {
  contexts = {
    src = "cmd/doodle"
    yarn = "cmd/poodle/.yarn"
    poodle-js = "target:poodle-js"
    config = "config"
  }
  args = {
    NODE_VERSION = NODE_VERSION
    BUILD_ID = BUILD_ID
  }
  dockerfile = "dockerfiles/doodle.Dockerfile"
  output = ["type=registry,oci-mediatypes=true,compression=zstd"]
  tags = ["${ECR_HOST}/doodle:${TAG}", "${ECR_HOST}/doodle:${SHA}"]
}
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Docker Bake automatically pushes SBOMs.
Attestation & build logging is included for free / pushed to ECR.
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Also, it natively supports OTel!
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So how'd it work out for us?
Much less data transferred!
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So how'd it work out for us?
Back down to 7 minutes, yay!
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But the honeymoon didn't last…
Bake time remained static (5 min), other dependencies regressed.
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Making things faster
First, fix the test parallelism / dependencies. Then:

Remember when we turned OFF Docker Layer Caching to save transfer 
latency & costs? What if we could have our cake and eat it too?

--mount=type=cache,target="/hound/cmd/poodle/node_modules/.cache",sharing=private
--mount=type=cache,target="/root/.yarn/berry/cache",sharing=private
--mount=type=cache,target="/root/.cache/go-build"
--mount=type=cache,target="/go/pkg"
--mount=type=cache,target=/var/cache/apt,sharing=locked
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Technical tradeoffs
CircleCI has a massive pool (essentially all of AWS)

Namespace is bare metal & provisions on-demand. p50 vs p90 latency
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Build & machine level observability
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Build & machine level observability
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(this explains the trimodal behaviour!)
Cold cache vs warm cache vs overloaded machine
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Optimising for devex
Fast common case > consistent mediocrity

Even the 2025 "bad" builds are better than old 2024 "good" builds
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Oh, and AI made this problem more critical…
Builds per week doubled… (but our CI spend didn't!)

R&D offsite

winter holidays
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Optimisation results

2x builds
20 merges per day to 40 merges per day

Eyebrow Subtitle

-50% time
15 minutes to 7 minutes at p90



28© 2025 Hound Technology, Inc. All rights reserved.           

Key takeaways
1. Data transfer between jobs can dominate build time

2. Docker Bake enables parallelism without data movement

3. Buildkit's native OTel support enables deep observability

4. Cache locality matters more than scale-up runner pool

5. Measure P50/P90/P99, not just vibes

6. Tradeoffs are explicit choices, not accidents

7. Your architecture should match your deployment model
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Should you do this at home?
Consider if:
● You're building multiple related containers
● You're moving >1GB between build steps
● You deploy exclusively to containers
● You have complex build dependencies

Skip if:
● You build one simple container (or not containerised yet)
● Your builds are already under 3 minutes

Start here:
● Instrument your current builds (buildevents)
● Find & fix your serialisation bottlenecks
● Identify build input/output reuses.
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Resources
● hny.co/blog/most-important-developer-productivity-metric-build-times

● circleci.com/developer/orbs/orb/honeycombio/buildevents

● docs.docker.com/build/bake

● namespace.so/docs/solutions/docker-builders

http://hny.co/blog/most-important-developer-productivity-metric-build-times
http://circleci.com/developer/orbs/orb/honeycombio/buildevents
http://docs.docker.com/build/bake
http://namespace.so/docs/solutions/docker-builders


32© 2025 Hound Technology, Inc. All rights reserved.           

Thank you.

This talk is AIL-1.5  |  All images are AIL-0
(either taken by me, or licenced stock images)
Art should be made by artists, not machines.

danielmiessler.com/blog/ai-influence-level-ail

https://danielmiessler.com/blog/ai-influence-level-ail
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See everything. Solve anything.

honeycomb.io


